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Abstract
The purpose of the present dissertation was to 
examine some of the perceptions younger adults have about 
the elderly, communication behaviors during a cross- 
generational interaction, and evaluations of the 
interaction. The present investigation used an 
experimental design that included the following two 
independent variables: (1) gender and (2) amount of
interaction (or contact) a younger adult has with elderly 
people. Subjects were categorized into high, medium, or 
low contact groups based on self-reports. The study 
consisted of an initial survey, an experiment (younger 
subjects interviewed by an elderly confederate), and a 
postinteraction survey.
The gender and contact factors were investigated in 
relation to the following dependent variables: (l) a
self-generated elderly prototype; (2) hesitation 
phenomena, including "ah," "non-ah," and silent pauses 
during the interage interview; (3) proxemics during the 
interage interview; and (4) interaction evaluations 
following the interview.
Results indicated that there were significant gender 
differences for the complexity and redundancy of self­
generated elderly prototypes. Females generated more 
complex elderly prototypes than males. A multivariate 
analysis of variance evidenced significant gender
differences in hesitation phenomena; females exhibited 
fewer hesitations than males. There were significant 
univariate gender differences for "ah" pauses as well, 
indicating females used fewer "ah" pauses. There was no 
support for gender effects on proxemics or interaction 
evaluations. No significant results were found due to 
differences in amount of contact with elderly 
individuals. Conclusions for the present study are 
discussed in regard to prototypes, verbal fluency, 
nonverbal expectancy violations, kinkeeping, and younger 




Communicating with the Elderly:
An Introduction
The number of elderly in America is increasing 
(Bengston, 1993; Dychtwald, 1989; Keisler, Morgan, & 
Oppenheimer, 1981; Zedlewski, Barnes, Burt, McBride, & 
Meyer, 1990); therefore, it could be assumed that younger 
Americans will need to interact more often with older 
Americans. How can younger and older persons (present 
and future) maintain or improve the effectiveness of 
communication across generations? J. Coupland, Nussbaum, 
and N. Coupland (1991) argued that "social interaction is 
the hub of miscommunicative processes, where attitudes 
are molded, consolidated, or modified" (p. 86). They 
defined intergenerational miscommunication as any 
misunderstanding or problem which arises from interaction 
between generations. Miscommunication may result from 
differences in attitudes or communicative behaviors.
This chapter is an introduction to some of the 
demographic and social trends relevant to communication 
and age groups. Social exchange theory, attitudes of 
aging, and behaviors of interage communicators will be 
discussed.
J. Coupland, Nussbaum, and N. Coupland (1991) noted 
that much of the literature on attitudes and ageism has 
neglected interactional considerations. Furthermore, 
they contended that "the appropriate starting point for
1
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an improved understanding of miscommunication and older 
people will be studies of life-span communication, and 
not merely of the elderly themselves" (p. 102). The 
present dissertation is an attempt to consider the life­
span perspective by investigating younger adults' 
attitudes about and communication with older adults.
The dilemma of intergenerational miscommunication may be 
resolved over time as the demographics of the country 
change. Meanwhile, communication research may aid in the 
understanding of cross- or inter-generational 
communication and relationships.
From a demographic perspective, the study of cross- 
generational or interage communication appears warranted 
simply by the changing of the American population. 
According to Covey (1992), the definition of "old age" 
has changed throughout history, reflecting modified 
cultural norms and mortality rates. Covey suggested 
American culture and government have defined old age as 
beginning at sixty-five, reflecting Western society's 
emphasis on chronological age over individual capability 
in society (such as ability to hold a job or participate 
in the community). Zedlewski, Barnes, Burt, McBride, and 
Meyer (1990) reported that the number of elderly 
individuals is expected to increase by almost one-third 
in the 20 year span of 1990 to 2010, from 32 million to 
41 million, and a 57 percent increase to 64 million
elderly people by the year 2030, Zedlewski et al. also 
predicted an 18.5 percent increase in elderly who are 
childless, and a 250 percent increase in elderly who live 
alone.
Communication among this rapidly growing segment of 
the population is being studied in the fields of 
sociology (Dychtwald, 1989; Kiesler, 1981; Palmore,
1990), family studies (Brubaker, 1985, 1990a, 1990b); 
Hagestad, 1981), educational gerontology (Glanz, 1991; 
Litterst & Ross, 1982), and communication. According to 
Ryan, Giles, Bartolucci, and Henwood (1986), the 
disciplines of social psychology, sociolinguistics and 
communication science have not been concerned with 
elderly subject populations or with social issues related 
to the elderly. While some researchers have pointed to 
an increasing number of studies focusing on elderly 
subjects, many argue that cross-generational 
communicative behaviors deserve examination (Carmichael, 
Botan, & Hawkins, 1988; Giles, N. Coupland, J. Coupland, 
Williams, & Nussbaum, 1992; Gudykunst, 1994; Hummert, 
Nussbaum, & Weimann, 1992; Nussbaum, Thompson, &
Robinson, 1989; Ryan, See, Heneer, & Trovato, 1992).
An exchange theory perspective may help illustrate 
the importance of studying cross-generational 
interaction. Knapp and Vangelisti (1992) discussed the 
inclusion needs of older adults:
It is not uncommon for older adults to be more 
interested in making younger friends than 
friends their own age. . . .Making new friends 
in older age categories may have limited 
rewards. They may have less to give to the 
friendship, and ill health or death may 
mean an earlier termination to the relationship 
than would occur with a younger friend 
(p. 83).
Similarly, Mogey (1991) simplified the notion of exchange 
by stating that proximity (of households) leads to 
interaction, which leads to feelings of closeness, and 
that this friendly feeling leads to generosity in the 
exchanges.
Likewise, O'Hair, Allman, and Gibson (1991) asserted 
that elders are in a double bind because stereotypes and 
prejudices of old age may preclude their becoming 
involved with other members of society, unless.they have 
something of value to exchange or contribute. O'Hair et 
al. stated, "in other words, the elderly are perceived to 
possess less intrinsic value and must rely on extrinsic 
means as a way of dealing with others" (p. 153). O'Hair 
et al. added that the elderly's feelings of social 
disengagement may well be influenced by a decline in 
communicative resources due, in part, to the usual 
decline in visual and auditory sensory abilities.
O'Hair et al. also discussed power resources such as 
"income, social status, respect, social interaction, and 
personal characteristics such as beauty, strength, 
intelligence and having caring friends and children" that
tend to decline with age (p. 153). These are just a few 
examples of power resources; they are considered power 
resources because they are valued by others and are 
available for exchange. O'Hair et al. concluded that an 
exchange perspective predicts that the elderly will 
withdraw from society as their power resources dwindle. 
The implications of this social withdrawal, and the 
presumed decline in actual interaction, may be components 
in the miscommunicative processes as explained by J. 
Coupland, Nussbaum, and N. Coupland (1991), discussed 
earlier in this chapter.
The developmental stake (Bengston & Kuypers, 1971) 
also points to an exchange theory perspective in 
interage communication. The developmental stake refers 
to one's own need for the other generation in terms of 
affiliation, familial perpetuity, sharing of 
interpersonal and social ideas, etc. Emphasizing the 
perceptual base for intergenerational action (over actual 
differences in philosophy or morals), Bengston and 
Kuypers elucidated four factors, fairly observable and 
thus, "objective,11 that underlie differences in 
perceptions across age lines. First, historical settings 
tend to impact differences in life style, attitudes, and 
values. Secondly, social institutions and the contact 
individuals have within social systems change over time.
A third factor, termed age-status differentials refers to
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the dissimilar points within the life cycle that a person 
identifies with. For example, a middle-aged individual 
will most likely be involved with governing, educating, 
parenting, and guiding roles in society— roles that are 
perceived as positive status role. According to Bengston 
and Kuypers, "persons at different points along the life 
cycle typically exhibit differential penetration into, 
and identification with, the social institutions of their 
culture" (p. 254). Finally, the fourth factor is the 
psychological development, influenced by individual 
experiences one adapts to within the life cycle.
Bengston and Kuypers asserted that "social scientists 
have not been as successful in identifying those factors 
affecting the quality of interactions and the element of 
threat in intergenerational interchanges" (p. 249). The 
developmental stake, or threat, is exemplified by the 
following statement, "If the young reject my values, my 
life has come to nothing" (p. 249-250). In sum, Bengston 
and Kuypers argued that interage differences need not be 
shaded with such fear or threat.
Ageist attitudes and perceptions toward older people 
do not necessarily become more positive as one ages.
Bakur Weiner, Teresi, and Streich (1983) claimed that 
people over fifty years old, having been asked about 
their attitudes toward "old people" as a group, viewed 
the elders with "disaffection and a lack of compassion"
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(p. 161). Bakur Weiner et al. suggested that future 
research in the area of interage communication needs to 
address the considerable disparities between actions and 
attitudes, and how communicators' actions may not 
accurately reflect their attitudes.
The purpose of the present dissertation is to 
examine some of the attitudes toward and evaluations of 
the elderly, and some of the behaviors exhibited in 
interage communication. The effects of gender and amount 
of interaction with elderly (or contact) will be 
investigated in relation to the formation of an elderly 
prototype, hesitation phenomena and proxemic behavior 
during cross-generational interaction, and evaluation of 
the interaction. Formations of prototypes and 
evaluations of cross-generational interaction will be 
shown to reflect one's attitudes toward a person or group 
of persons. Hesitation and proxemic behaviors are just 
two examples of nonverbal communication which will be 
examined in light of one's attitudes.
There are certainly many other factors that deserve 
study in intergenerational communication. The four 
factors in the present study were chosen to bring 
together measures of attitudes and behaviors, and their 
relation to gender and contact. It is hoped that the 
results of the study will illuminate the potential for
effective and satisfying communication for both younger 
and older adults.
The following chapter is a review of literature in 
the areas of prototypes, hesitation phenomena, proxemics, 
and interaction evaluations. Within each of the above 
sections, the relative research in gender differences and 
contact time will be presented as rationales for the 
hypotheses and research questions. Chapter three will 
present a detailed description of the methods and 
procedures used in this investigation. Chapter four will 
include the results of the data analyses as they pertain 
to the hypotheses and research questions. Chapter five 
will present a discussion of the hypotheses and research 
questions, limitations of the study, and implications for 
future research in the area of intergenerational 
communication and general conclusions.
Chapter II
Prototypes, Hesitation Phenomena, Proxemics, 
and Interaction Evaluations:
A Review of Literature and Rationales
The purpose of this chapter is to review the
research in the areas of prototypes, hesitation
phenomena, proxemics, and interaction evaluations. There
is research within these areas, yet few studies cross
these areas (cf. Amato, 1987; Giles, N. Coupland, J.
Coupland, Williams, & Nussbaum, 1992; Levin & Levin,
1981; Rubin & Brown, 1975). Throughout this chapter, a
general discussion of each of the research areas will be
given (prototypes, hesitation, proxemics and interaction
evaluation), each being followed by the relevant research
pertaining to the elderly. This chapter will also
present the rationales for studying the influences of
gender and amount of interaction between a younger adult
and elderly people (also referred to as contact) on
prototypes, hesitation phenomena, proxemics, and
interaction evaluations.
Schemata and Prototypes
Schemata and prototypes are cognitive constructs,
representing the processes humans undergo to understand
the social world around them. They are bodies of
knowledge and experiences that facilitate one's
inferential processes: how we perceive certain pieces of
information, and how we internalize them by organizing
9
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them to fit with our previous understandings. That is, 
one makes inferences about people, events, relationships, 
and uses those inferences in the prediction and enactment 
of future situations. In this section, research will be 
included to define these constructs and to illustrate the 
subtle differences between schemata, prototypes and other 
related cognitive constructs.
Schemata. Schemata are knowledge structures that
enable individuals to perceive and process information
for a myriad of purposes. According to Rumelhart (1984),
Schemata are employed in the process of 
interpreting sensory data, in retrieving 
information from memory, in organizing 
actions, in the determining of goals and 
subgoals, in the allocation of resources 
and generally in guiding the flow of 
processing in the system (p. 162).
Most of the research in cognitive psychology is based on
the works of Bartlett (1932) and Piaget (1952) to help
explain how and why individuals categorize information,
and how those categorizations are implemented in everyday
interaction (Abbot & Black, 1986; Andersen, 1993; Brewer
& Nakamura, 1984; Forgas, 1985; Hewes & Planalp, 1982;
O'Keefe & Delia, 1982; Reeves, Chaffee, & Tims, 1982;
Sillars, 1982; Schank & AbeIson, 1977; Sypher &
Applegate, 1984; van Dijk, 1985; Wyer & Gordon, 1984).
There are different types of schemata (sometimes referred
to as schemas), such as self-schemata (Andersen, 1993;
Markus, 1977), event schemata (Wyer & Gordon, 1984),
11
general versus Instantiated schemata (Anderson, 1981), 
cultural, situational, state, relational schemata 
(Andersen, 1993) and social schemata. These different 
schemata are "called upon" or engaged depending on the 
communicators involved, the relational contexts of the 
participants, and the interaction context.
These various forms of schemata point to the 
flexibility of schematic knowledge structures for 
individuals in numerous relationships and situations.
They will not be discussed in detail in the present 
dissertation, but are offered as brief illustrations of 
the myriad of functions schemata serve. However, the 
present paper will focus mainly on social schemata, as 
they are most pertinent to the examination of 
interactions between younger individuals and the 
elderly. Young adults and old adults have been examined 
as two disparate groups, much like gender or racial 
groups, and are susceptible to intergroup communication 
difficulties (J. Coupland, Nussbaum & N. Coupland, 1991; 
Gudykunst, 1994); thus, it would be conceivable to study 
these discrepant age groups by looking at younger 
individuals' social understanding of the older group.
Social Schemata. The social schema, as explained by 
Cohen (1981), reflects parts of a perceiver's social 
world knowledge. This social knowledge develops from 
experiences and is stored in one's semantic memory.
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Cohen used the term "low-level chunks" to represent the 
tangible or concrete pieces of information (e.g., 
behaviors) with which to make appropriate connections or 
associations with higher-level or abstract "chunks."
Cohen emphasized the assumption that individuals use 
schemata, organizing or chunking information that is 
incoming and/or stored for recall.
Fiske and Kinder (1981) described social schemata as 
"abstract conceptions people hold about the social world 
— about persons, roles, and events" (p. 172). They also 
claimed that schemata provide a cognitive economic 
function in that schemata allow individuals to process 
information more efficiently, and thus better understand 
persons, roles and events. This economic function is 
very similar to the economic function of prototypes noted 
by Cantor and Mischel (1979), Cantor, Mischel, and 
Schwartz (1982), Medin and Tau (1992), and Rosch (1978). 
Of particular importance to the present paper, Fiske and 
Kinder noted that (through 1981) "no attention at all has 
been paid to the interplay between individual differences 
and schema use: that people might not only differ in
schema availability. . .but also differ in how schemata 
are employed in information processing" (pp. 175-176).
In other words, individual variation had not been 
studied, thus neglecting the saliences of schematic 
domains. For example, the individual differences in
gender and contact may influence the formation of a 
person's "elderly schema" and in turn, affect the 
person's use of that schema based on its relative 
importance to the perceiver (such as a younger adult). 
Furthermore, Fiske and Kinder argued that much of the 
research in social cognition "investigates, and in a 
sense capitalizes upon, consensual schemata, that is 
shared knowledge about a particular domain," that in 
essence, "should not preclude analysis of individual 
variation" (p. 186). Gender and amount of contact are 
two examples of individual variation that may influence 
one's elderly schemata.
Interpersonal schemata are knowledge structures 
about characteristics of people and their negative or 
positive qualities. Andersen (1993) noted that 
interpersonal schemata include interpersonal valences, 
and are "developed, digested, altered, and analyzed in 
the intervals between interactions" (p. 24). The 
cognitive demands during the actual interaction (such as 
lexical choice, syntax, grammar, attending to and 
interpreting messages) preclude an individual from 
modifying one's schemata. In other words, the demands of 
merely carrying on a conversation— actively listening and 
responding— do not allow the individual to develop and/or 
change a schema. The individual will modify a schema 
following an interaction, using the information gleaned
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from that interaction. In terms of interacting with an 
elder, this means that a younger individual is apt to 
change his or her perception of the older person 
(specifically) and of older people (generally) after an 
interaction has taken place.
Another important function of schemata is the 
provision of a basis for anticipating the future, setting 
goals, making plans, and developing behavioral routines 
to deal with them (Taylor & Crocker, 1981). Social 
and/or interpersonal interaction could be considered such 
a behavior for which goals and routines are formed. More 
specifically, interaction with a particular person or 
type of person (e.g., elderly) would be envisioned in 
light of an individual's elderly schema.
Similar to prototypes and schemata are stereotypes.
The differences between these constructs are difficult to
articulate, since some researchers use these terms
synonymously or use them to define each other. For
instance, according to Taylor and Crocker (1981),
stereotyping processes rely upon the grouping function of
schemata. In a similar notion, Stangor and Lange (1994)
wrote that people reduce uncertainty of others by using
their previously stored knowledge. They stated,
Just as we categorize cars and teacups, we 
order our social worlds according to perceived 
similarities among people who share skin color, 
ethnic or religious group membership, social 
class, physical appearance, age, height,
15
weight, the presence of social stigmata, and
other social features (p. 357).
Like schemata and person prototypes, stereotypes about 
social groups do not exist a priori, but are formulated 
••on-line” when called for. In other words, a stereotype 
is created by and functions within one's interactions 
with members of social groups or one's communication 
about a social group. Stangor and Lange also attested 
that individuals do not have difficulty expressing 
stereotypes about social groups with which they have had 
little or no direct contact.
Jackson and Sullivan (1988) examined the effects of 
information contradictory to age stereotypes on 
evaluations of both young and old targets. Although they 
found no significant correlations, they suggested that 
evaluations of targets were based on specific information 
about the target (such as descriptions of social, 
physical, and psychological attributes) rather than age- 
stereotypic beliefs. Earlier research (Bell & Stanfield, 
1973? Weinberger & Millham, 1975) had utilized positive 
descriptions from which young respondents made 
evaluations of older targets. Jackson and Sullivan 
concurred with Crockett, Press, and Osterkamp (1979) that 
the positive descriptions influenced the young 
respondents to over-react to the old targets, thus 
evaluating them and producing an age favorability bias.
In other words, the young respondents were more favorable
16
In their evaluations of the older targets than the 
younger targets for whom the descriptions were not 
disconfinning to the [younger] stereotype. Jackson and 
Sullivan also reported that age categorization was more 
salient to the respondents than gender categorization, 
pointing to the hierarchical organizeability of social 
categories as noted by Brewer, Dull, and Lui (1981).
Similarly, Levin (1988) found more negative 
evaluations of an older target (73 years old) than of the 
same target at young- and middle-aged (25 and 52 years 
old, respectively) on 19 characteristics such as 
activity, creativity, pleasantness, wealth, memory, and 
social involvement. Levin's findings occurred for both 
female and male subjects.
In a review of 40 studies on age, interpersonal 
attraction, and social interaction, Webb, Delaney, and 
Young (1989) concluded that young adults tend to base 
their judgments of older people on salient factors like 
income and perceived attitude agreement, not on age per 
se. This finding corresponds with the findings of Levin 
and Levin (1981), discussed above. Some suggestions for 
future research offered by Webb et al. include deeper 
exploration of components of attractiveness in elderly 
targets, and how the components influence social 
interaction. The present investigation includes an 
attraction rating of an elderly confederate by the
17
younger subjects as part of an overall Interaction 
evaluation.
Research in cognitive processes, knowledge and 
memory structures, and communication theory has used 
schema theories in accord with other related cognitive 
constructs. For example, Schank and Abelson (1977) 
illustrated the relationship between schemata and 
scripts, plans, and goals. Schank and Abelson (1977) 
defined a script as "a structure that describes 
appropriate sequences of events in a particular 
context. . . .a predetermined, stereotyped sequence of 
actions that defines a well-known situation11 (p. 41). In 
this light, scripts take on a more behavioral context 
than a conceptual schema. However, Schank (1982) later 
modified the definition of a script. Honeycutt,
Cantrill, and Greene (1989) utilized Schank's (1982) 
modification, noting "scripts represent common 
instantiations of a scene. Thus, a scene consists of a 
generally-defined sequence of actions, while a script 
represents particular realizations of the generalizations 
of a scene" (p. 65). Honeycutt (1993) further noted that 
scenes direct one to particular scripts based on 
experiences, and that an ordered set of scenes comprise a 
MOP, or memory organization packet.
For example, a person may have a script for 
interaction with elderly in the context of family, and
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another script for the context of work or school.
Although both scripts involve an elderly interaction 
partner, the expectations of and impressions formed by an 
interaction tend to arise from actions and/or 
communicative behaviors particular to the situational 
context.
On the other hand, a plan is defined as "a 
repository for general information that will connect 
events that cannot be connected by use of an available 
script or by standard causal chain expansion" (Schank & 
Ableson, p. 70). Finally, goals are one's expectations 
of persons and events that influence what scripts and 
plans are chosen to enact.
Other related constructs often found in the schema 
literature include, but are not limited to, frames or 
frameworks, beta structures, MOPs knowledge units, 
abstract hypotheses, implicational molecules, thematic 
clusters, story grammars, and person prototypes (Hewes & 
Planalp, 1982; Rumelhart, 1984; Sillars, 1982; Sypher & 
Applegate, 1984). Unlike Hewes and Planalp, these other 
researchers cautioned against the synonymous use of the 
terms schemata, scripts, plans, and MOPs, citing they 
have similar conceptual underpinnings, but are typically 
operationalized differently as described above. Of these 
related constructs, person prototypes, particularly the 
elderly prototype, is of use to the present paper.
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Prototypes. A prototype can be defined as 
information about a person that contains characterizing 
features of a particular type of person. Wyer and Gordon 
(1984) claimed that "a prototype will be activated and 
used as a basis for organizing the information presented 
and making inferences about the person described" (p.
119). According to Sherman and Corty (1984), a prototype 
model suggests that people abstract a measure of central 
tendency of a category and base their categorical 
judgments on that prototype or central tendency. For 
example, a person would base his or her prototype of an 
elderly individual on how easily a piece of information 
(for example, from an interaction with an elderly person) 
is judged to be an instance of an elderly category. In 
other words, it is easier to identify a member of a 
category when an individual detects information that 
reflects characteristics or attributes at the "core" of 
the prototype, rather than those that are at the "edges" 
and are thus less easily identifiable and/or are 
identified by fewer people as being representative of. 
that category. They further implied that people actively 
discern the prototype at the time the stimulus or 
exemplar is presented and learned.
The prototype approach was illustrated by Fehr 
(1993) in a comparison of fruits. Apples and oranges are 
prototypical members of the fruit group, whereas figs and
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pomegranates are not so prototypical. She stated that 
"prototypical instances share the greatest number of 
attributes with other category members" (p. 89). A 
prototype most often reflects a goodness-of-example, 
according to Fehr, and can influence information 
processing. For instance, Fehr used the case of 
emotions, illustrating how some (love, anger, happiness) 
are more prototypical than others (awe, boredom, 
calmness) and exemplify goodness-of-example. Goodness- 
of-example, like a goodness-of-fit for a particular 
prototype was shown to affect how readily an instance 
comes to mind, how likely it is to be labeled as an 
example of the category, and the extent to which it 
shares features with other members of the category. It 
becomes evident that the same effects on information 
processing would occur for any category, such as social 
group.
Quite often, the boundaries of categories are not 
well defined, or are fuzzy. But people tend to conceive 
of categories based on clear cases instead of the 
category boundaries (Cantor, Mischel, & Schwartz, 1982? 
Rosch, 1978; Sherman & Corty, 1984). Individuals will 
categorize a person or object based on a degree of 
overlap in features or attributes between the new 
stimulus and the existing prototype (Cantor, 1981; Cantor 
& Hischel, 1979; Cantor, Mischel, & Schwartz, 1982).
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Cantor and Mischel also noted that every social 
experience, whether it be an interaction or an 
observation, aids to expand a person's social knowledge. 
Such prototypical categorizations simplify information, 
thus giving people more economical and coherent knowledge 
of individuals (Cantor & Mischel, 1979; Cantor, Mischel,
& Schwartz, 1982; Medin & Thau, 1992; Rosch, 1978).
In terms of relational schemata, Andersen (1993) 
noted the study of Wilmot and Baxter (1984) that claimed 
that "people typically distinguished among friendship 
prototypes on a closeness dimension. . . .their 
respondents were able to generate criterial attributes 
that were common to and distinguished among their 
prototypic relationships" (Andersen, p. 3). The 
prototypicality of relational attributes may lend insight 
into the examination of the person prototypes of the 
relational partners (e.g., older and younger adults).
For example, one could explore the association of a 
relational prototype (grandparent, older co-worker, older 
neighbor) with a younger person's overall elderly 
prototype. As Andersen discussed friendship prototypes, 
the same could be said for any relationship, in that 
individuals tend to assess perceived closeness as a means 
of discriminating one relational prototype from another.
A clarification of the use of prototypes was made by 
Rosch (1978). She stated that prototypes, in and of
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themselves, do not establish any particular model of 
learning, representations, or processes. Rather, it is 
the pervasiveness of prototypes in "real-world" 
categories and the notion of prototypicality that must 
have some position in the psychological theories of 
learning, representations, and processes. Rosch further 
claimed that the term prototype "is simply a convenient 
grammatical fiction; what is really referred to are 
judgments of degree of prototypicality" (p. 40).
Hewes and Planalp (1982) stated that a prototype is 
not a type of schema, "but rather an idealized 
formulation of any type of schema" (p. 122). They 
pointed to the fact that one's judgment of 
prototypicality is really a matter of degree of an 
exemplar conforming to the prototype. Furthermore, they 
asserted that using the term "prototype" is troublesome 
because it implies a link between observable events and 
theoretical events. Interestingly, however, Hewes and 
Planalp (1982) favor the interchangeability of the terms 
prototype and schema, having stated that research on 
person prototypes is indeed schema research: "the names
may change, but the issues are the same" (p. 122). A 
"prototype matching" model of categorization assumes that 
an individual types a person, self, or situation and 
estimates the degree of similarity or overlap between the 
object and a prototype for each category into which the
person, self, or situation might fit (Cantor, 1981). 
Likewise, Amato (1991) and Roloff and Berger (1982) noted 
that a schema for a category of persons is often referred 
to as a person prototype. Since individuals are 
selective in attention to and recall of information, the 
person prototypes may be self-confirming. Amato 
contended that people will often view prototype- 
inconsistent behavior as a result of situational factors 
more so than personal causes.
Elderly Prototypes and Schemata. Brewer, Dull, and
Lui (1981) examined young persons' perceptions of the
elderly and found that:.
the cognitive representation of the elderly as 
a social category is differentiated into 
meaningful subcategories associated with 
distinctive physical features and personality 
and behavioral characteristics (p. 656).
Brewer et al. indicated that the cognitive representation
of the elderly as a group is that of a superordinate
category, from which distinctive subcategories may be
differentiated. Characteristics commonly attributed to
older persons are often potentially inconsistent. Brewer
et al. gave the following examples: "irritable" and
"serene," "suspicious" and "naively trusting,"
"conservative" and "eccentric." These examples are
"hardly suggestive of a single, coherent prototype"
(Brewer et al., p. 657). Their findings regarding the
effects of prototype consistency on recall contradict
previous research that demonstrated schema-inconsistent 
information is recalled more effectively than irrelevant 
information. For example, Brewer at el. concluded that 
their data suggest that "psychologically meaningful 
cognitive representations of social groups are at a level 
of abstraction below that of general categories, such as 
age, race or sex" (p. 669). These general features, such 
as age, then provide a basis from which an individual may 
initially partition elements of the social world, 
reorganizing social information into other categories or 
subcategories. For example, a younger adult may use 
general category information (age of older target person) 
to partition new information into a more basic level of 
categorization (e.g., grandparent, mentor, neighbor) to 
more efficiently store experiential knowledge.
In an open-ended qualitative design, Giles, N. 
Coupland, J. Coupland, Williams, and Nussbaum (1992) had 
listeners interpret the utterances produced by age- 
disparate speakers. The listeners interpreted the 
utterances in schema-consistent fashion and in an ageist 
manner. Some examples from the data indicate that when 
the age-disparate speakers said the exact same message in 
standard and non-standard speech, the young standard 
speaker was judged to be "arrogant and pompous"; the 
young non-standard speaker was judged to be "trying to 
impress" or "using the words of others"; the older
standard speaker was rated as "egocentric, living in the 
past, and talking of trivia"; the nonstandard older 
speaker was rated as "stupid, and loosing his grip" (p. 
276). Giles et al. suggested that "the open-ended data 
clearly indicated that respondents were using heuristics 
to interpret what they had heard, and that they tailored 
information to fit schemas prompted by age and class 
variables" (p. 277).
Since stereotypical inferences are drawn from the 
speech of older speakers, and young listeners are using 
schema-driven processing, Giles et al. suggested that 
talk to elderly speakers may also be mediated by 
attitudes and beliefs about the ways they communicate. 
"Thus, it stands to reason that older people would also 
use schema-driven strategies when seeking information 
from others," according to Giles et al. (p. 278). For 
instance, an older person would use a "younger person 
schema" to choose a strategy more appropriate for 
soliciting information from the young person— a strategy 
that the elder would not use in seeking information from 
a cohort. Perhaps the elder would employ such strategies 
as using slang terminology to get a younger listener's 
attention, or choose language that is complementary to 
the listener's age cohort, emphasizing the Western view 
of dominance and high-vitality associated with youth 
(Giles et al.).
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Other researchers have examined person perception in
inter- or cross-generational relationships and
interactions. Rubin and Brown (1975) and Robertson
(1976) noted that there had been little data concerning
the relationship between attribution of psychological
traits to various age groups and the perceiver's
behaviors toward their perceptual targets. Likewise,
Wood and Robertson (1976) concluded:
Very few investigators have examined the 
grandparent-grandchild relationship, 
particularly as regards its meaning and 
significance for the grandchild. This lack 
of attention may reflect an implicit assumption 
that this relationship has little importance 
for either grandparents or grandchildren 
(p. 286).
The slowly growing research area of the grandparent/ 
grandchild relationship has often focused on younger 
children and adolescents, rather than adult grandchildren 
(Hickey, Hickey, & Kalish, 1968; Kornhaber & Woodward, 
1981).
However, the studies of Bengston and Kuypers (1971), 
Hoffman (1979-80), Robertson (1976), and Rubin and Brown
(1975) pointed toward a recognition of the lack of inter­
age research. For example, Bengston and Kuypers 
discussed cross-generations perceptions in relation to 
the developmental stake. Recall from chapter one the 
idea of the developmental stake which was referred to as 
one's own need for the other generation in terms of 
affiliation, familial perpetuity, and sharing of
interpersonal and social ideas. The developmental stake, 
in addition to one's own experiences as a member of a 
generation or cohort, will color one's perceptions and 
expectations of the other generation. Bengston and 
Kuypers' general assumption was that 11cross-generational 
perceptions are just as determinative of the quality of 
intergenerational relations as are the actual differences 
in philosophy, attitude, and action between cohorts" (p. 
249, italics original). In other words, a person's 
history and position in society are as important in 
influencing one's perception of the aged as the real or 
observable attributes of an older person.
Robertson (1976) noted that the few studies about 
young adults' perceptions of grandparents are fairly 
limited in scope and provide contradictory and ambiguous 
findings. To build the research in this area, Robertson 
sampled young adults regarding their perceptions of their 
grandparents and found that the younger cohorts did not 
view their elders as old-fashioned or out of touch, felt 
their elders were important sources of influence, and 
felt responsibilities toward their grandparents.
Robertson pointed to one noteworthy finding that showed 
"approximately 71% of the respondents emphasize that 
grandparents would rather spend time with their friends 
of their own age than with their grandchildren" (p. 138). 
This is an illuminating finding given the other positive
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attitudes and expectations regarding grandparents; 
although the grandchildren cherish the interaction with 
their grandparents, apparently they do not expect it.
Incorporating a life-span perspective, Rubin and
Brown (1975) sampled young adults (mean age=21.08 years)
who were asked to rate seven target persons (infants,
preschoolers, preadolescents, adolescents, and young,
middle-aged, and elderly adults) on their ability to
perform the following seven tasks chosen because of a
relationship to Piaget's cognitive theory, an indication
of moral judgment, a relationship to the concept of
crystallized intelligence "which tends to be maintained
throughout the life-span" (p. 462) and because of a
social relevance. Rubin and Brown found that, to a
certain degree, the subjects:
having previously assumed that elderly adults 
and young children are generally less 
cognitively able than young and middle-aged 
adults, also assumed that these people required 
less complex communications in order to 
understand the rules and objectives of a simple game (p. 466).
The findings of Rubin and Brown, along with Robertson
(1976) and Bengston and Kuypers (1971) appear to indicate
that person perceptions of elderly targets are often
based on preconceived notions and expectations,
inaccurate though they may be, and in turn influence the
interactions and behaviors of inter-generational and
cross-generational partners.
Homans (1950) hypothesized that "persons who 
interact frequently with one another tend to like one 
another" (p. 111). Furthermore, Homans assumed that the 
association of - interaction and sentiment works in two 
directions: "if it is true that we often come to like
the persons with whom we interact, it is also true that 
we are prepared to interact with persons we already like 
(p. 111). Thus, the amount of interaction one has with 
elderly persons is influenced by and, in turn, influences 
one's attitudes and behaviors. Stemming from Homans' 
early writing, Downs (1989) recounted various studies 
which indicated the frequency of interaction is 
associated with strengthening of relational bonds between 
grandparents and grandchildren, and that frequency of 
both formal and informal interaction can be viewed as an 
element of associational solidarity.
Andersen (1993) affirmed that schemata are developed 
and modified between actual interactions. While it may 
appear obvious on the surface, one could argue that one's 
elderly prototype can be developed and modified with 
subsequent interactions. Likewise, positive interaction 
experiences may lead to future interactive events.
To provide further evidence of the importance of 
amount of contact between age-disparate communicators, 
the following research is presented. Fitzgerald and 
Martin-Louer (1983-84) examined adult age differences in
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person perceptions. They found that interests, beliefs, 
values and traits of others to be more salient to adults 
of all ages than are the specific behaviors, physical 
appearance, or possessions of others. They also 
concluded that older adults in their sample employed the 
same types of explanations of behavior as their younger 
counterparts. Fitzgerald and Martin-Louer based this on 
the notion that a category system can be viewed as a 
measure of the extent to which one uses certain ways of 
attributing the behavior of others.
Similar to Nussbaum's (1983) study of interaction 
and relational closeness throughout the lifespan, Simons 
(1983-84) hypothesized about the influence of lifecycle, 
structural and cultural elements on the specification and 
delimiting of the "psychological desires satisfied 
through interaction with the various categories of others 
in an elderly person's social network" (p. 121). The 
three desires examined by Simons included the desire for 
assistance/security, intimacy, and positive self-esteem. 
The data indicated that relational substitution of one 
type (either organizational acquaintances, friends, 
siblings, spouse, or adult children) did not satisfy all 
three psychological desires studied (security, intimacy, 
and self-esteem). Simons' findings illuminate the 
importance of diverse social networks among the aged to 
fulfill an elder's various relational needs. Simons also
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indicated the need for research to focus on interaction 
satisfaction in addition to issues of "how many" and how 
often."
Contact by residents in age-segregated and age- 
integrated housing was investigated by Sherman (1975). 
Having cited research to indicate that age-segregated 
housing for older persons is "undesirable" due to the 
elders' need to interact with, and attain stimulation 
from, younger persons, Sherman noted, "research has shown 
that, even in age-integrated housing, intergenerational 
contact is normally limited and greater density [or 
proportion] of age peers will lead to more opportunities 
for contacts and friendships" (p. 103). Sherman 
recounted contradictory research indicating that age- 
integrated housing is indeed beneficial to the elderly, 
yet very little interage contact occurs; age-integrated 
residents tend to interact more often with their age 
peers. Sherman found little difference as to the 
perceived sufficiency of contact in the age-segregated 
and age-integrated housing contexts. However, she did 
find a change in patterns of contact. Subjects at age- 
segregated cites interacted less than did the controls in 
age-integrated cites in relation to their children, 
grandchildren, relatives. The subjects were found to 
have fewer friends younger than 40 than did the control 
persons. Sherman's conclusions illustrate just some of
the effects of isolation and the amount of contact among 
different age groups. Although Sherman's research 
basically considered these effects as they pertain to the 
older communicators, it may be useful to examine 
isolation and contact as they pertain to the younger 
communicators. In the present study, amount of contact 
will be investigated in relation to a younger adult's 
perceptions of elderly, nonverbal factors, and 
evaluations of interage interaction.
The relationship between interaction with elderly 
and attitudes was illustrated by Downs (1989), who 
included some conflicting findings. Downs noted Hickey, 
Hickey, and Kalish's (1968) conclusion that interacting 
with older significant adults directly influenced younger 
adults' perceptions of the aged and their attitudes 
toward the aged. Likewise, Troll (1971) contended that 
frequent interaction with elders reduced age prejudices 
and stereotypes. However, Doka (1985-86) concluded that 
programs of interaction between younger and older 
participants enhanced the younger people's perceptions of 
the elders, but failed to minimize their stereotypical 
images. These unresolved findings, in addition to the 
foregoing review of prototype and schema research, 
provide a rationale for the following hypothesis:
HI: High-contact subjects will generate more
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prototypical features for an elderly person than lower- 
contact subjects.
Gender Differences. In addition to beliefs about 
older people in general, there are differing attitudes of 
and evaluations about older men and older women held by 
both men and women of varying ages, as discussed by Covey 
(1992), J. Coupland, Nussbaum, and N. Coupland (1991), 
and Schroeder (1988). Also, gender differences have been 
found in terms of familial communication and kinkeeping 
activities. Rosenthal (1985) defined the role of 
kinkeeper as someone who works at keeping family members 
in touch with one another. An examination of gender 
effects is appropriate in light of research which 
indicates men and women interact differently with 
elderly, particularly in familial contexts.
The study of kinship activities, or kinkeeping, 
indicates that women play a much more active role in kin 
matters than men (Bahr, 1976; Bengston, Olander, &
Haddad, 1976; Hoffman, 1979-80; Reiss, 1962; Roberts, 
Richards, & Bengston, 1991; Rosenthal, 1985; Stueve & 
O'Donnell, 1989). Reiss (1962) found that women exhibit 
a far greater tendency to feel obligated to keeping in 
touch with kin than males. Reiss expressed the 
following:
It was clear that without the female 
initiative in keeping in touch with kin, 
many kin relationships would not be 
maintained. Several male respondents frankly
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stated that if it were not for their wives they 
would have lost contact with their own 
relatives (p. 336).
Reiss noted that the interaction frequency with extended
kin varied due to degree of kinship and residential
proximity; it was also noted that half of his respondents
felt that the interaction frequency with extended kin was
insufficient.
Furthermore, both men and women assign such 
kinkeeping activities to women. This is usually due to 
the notion that women tend to "be leaders in the 
expressive domain and concerned with group maintenance 
and integration" (Rosenthal, 1985, p. 966). Such 
kinkeeping roles appear to be prescribed to women, much 
like the males are often prescribed the role of dealing 
with financial decisions (Bahr, 1976). Interestingly,
Bahr found that only approximately ten percent of the 
husbands and wives who noted the existence of kinship 
obligations claimed that the responsibility for 
fulfilling these obligations could be assigned or 
prescribed without reference to the sex of the spouse. 
Such a small percentage clearly elucidates the nature of 
kinkeeper role prescription or delegation.
It has also been found that the maintenance of kin 
association by mail or by telephone produces a family 
bonding almost as strong as do face-to-face interactions 
(Bengston, Olander, & Haddad, 1976). Bengston et al.
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also indicated that closer kinship ties are kept with the 
female's family than with the male's family in a marriage 
situation. They further assumed that "the greatest 
amount of association to take place when members of both 
generations are female" (p. 252).
The female's role in kinkeeping activity has 
received moderate attention. However, other mitigating 
factors are being associated with women's interaction 
with extended family members, including their elders 
(Bahr, 1976; Goldscheider, 1990; Kart, 1990; Reiss, 1962; 
Roberts, Richards, & Bengston, 1991; Rosenthal, 1985; 
Stueve & O'Donnell, 1989). Rosenthal (1985) pointed to 
the burden assumed by daughters in caring for elderly 
mothers, the increase in visits to parents made by adult 
daughters (as compared to the sons), and to the 
importance of women as bridges between generations. 
Demographic and economic changes, the increasing cases of 
divorce and single parenthood, and the rising number of 
full-time working women have been primarily investigated 
in light of their effects on women, according to 
Goldscheider (1990), and are examples of the events of a 
gender revolution. However, Goldscheider contended that 
it is the males who are at risk.
The males who will be entering the old age cohort in 
the next century will have experienced the gender 
revolution, and will be impacted financially,
emotionally, and relationally unlike the male elders of 
today. For example, Goldscheider claimed that only half 
of ever-divorced men have weekly contact with their 
children, while ninety percent of their never-divorced 
counterparts will have weekly contact. Ten percent of 
the ever-divorced men will have virtually no contact at 
all with their offspring. In sum, Goldscheider suggested 
that the elderly men of the twenty-first century will 
have experienced a redefinition of intergenerational 
relationships unlike the current elderly. The import of 
this is the recognition that social and familial changes 
among women have a direct effect on the males with which 
they have interpersonal and professional relationships.
In turn, both males and females are bound to experience 
old age differently within their own age cohort, and also 
differently from their current elders.
Part of the gender revolution mentioned above 
relates to the growing emergence of women in the 
workforce. Stueve and O'Donnell (1989) examined the 
constraints of a daughter's employment in relation to her 
interaction with her elderly parents. They measured 
daughter-parent interaction by frequencies of visits and 
telephone contacts. It was discovered that the severity 
of the parents' health conditions, the geographic 
proximity to the parent's dwelling, and the number of 
hours worked by the daughter were factors in the work-
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family connection. While Stueve and O'Donnell 
investigated interaction and its role in a care-giving 
context, they concluded that, in general, full-time 
workers interacted less often with their elders.
While much of the gender related concepts thus far 
reviewed involve familial contexts, it could be debated 
that men and women might interact with non-family elders 
in much the same manner as with kin. Consequently, the 
amount and quality of interaction one has with his or her 
elderly relatives and non-relatives may influence the 
development of one's elderly prototype. Accordingly, the 
following hypothesis is presented:
H2: Female subjects will generate more prototypical
features for an elderly person than male subjects.
The next section is a review of research on 
hesitation phenomena, including the three types of pauses 
that will be measured in the interactions between younger 
and older adults.
Hesitation Phenomena
The combinations of linguistic systems, physical, 
physiological and neurophysiological systems, and the 
temporal phenomena of activity and inactivity affect the 
fluency of speech (Goldman-Eisler, 1968). Nonfluencies 
in the form of hesitations or pauses have been studied 
since the late 1950s. The nonfluencies of spontaneous 
speech have been shown to affect overall speech rate
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(Goldman-Eisler, 1958), indicate anxiety or planning 
(Siegman & Pope, 1965; Siegman, 1979), indicate deception 
rehearsal (Miller, deTurck, & Kalbfleisch, 1983; deTurck 
& Miller, 1990), and provide paralinquistic support 
(e.g., modifications of pitch, loudness, duration, and 
silence) to the linguistic message (Ryan, Giles, 
Bartolucci, & Henwood, 1986). Goldman-Eisler (1968) 
stated:
pausing during the act of generating 
spontaneous speech is a highly variable 
phenomenon which is symptomatic of individual 
differences, sensitive to the pressure of 
social interaction and to the requirements 
of verbal tasks and diminishing with 
learning, i.e. with the reduction in the 
spontaneity of the process (p. 15).
It has also been suggested that pauses may serve varying
functions. For example, Butterworth (1980) posited that
pauses may create a time frame for the speaker's
cognitive processes but also may aid the listener in
understanding. In much of the literature, hesitation
phenomena have been classified into three categories:
unfilled or silent pauses; "ah" phenomena; and "non-ah"
phenomena (Beattie, 1980; Brotherton, 1979; Henderson,
Goldman-Eisler, & Skarbek, 1966; Howell fit Vetter, 1969;
Ragsdale, 1976; Rochester, 1973; Siegman & Pope, 1965).
Unfilled or silent pauses have been measured as 
periods of silence greater than .25 seconds (Mahl, 1956). 
Goldman-Eisler wrote that breath pauses (silences due to 
breathing) range in length between .50 and one second,
thus suggesting that unfilled pauses would be measured 
longer than the .50 second minimum pause required for 
breath. Ragsdale and Sisterhen (1984) defined unfilled 
or silent pauses as any silence greater than .50 seconds. 
Unfilled pauses (UPs) frequently occur at grammatical or 
syntactic junctures (Siegman & Pope, 1965; Beattie, 1980; 
Goldman-Eisler, 1968) and tend to increase with the 
difficulty or abstractness of the speech task (Rochester, 
1973). According to Martin (1970), UPs are the most 
frequent of the hesitation phenomena. To the contrary, 
however, other researchers have tended to agree that 
filled pauses, particularly "ah" phenomena, occur most 
frequently (Maclay & Osgood, 1959; Mahl, 1956; Ragsdale, 
1976). Martin's examination of pauses in spontaneous 
speech found that the syllables preceding and at judged- 
pauses were elongated. Judged-pauses are pauses noted by 
a listener as opposed to a mechanical device. He also 
found that unfilled pauses usually occur at grammatical 
junctures. Interestingly, he found that listeners hear 
elongated syllables as unfilled pauses; thus, listener 
judgement is as adequate a measure as physical recording 
of unfilled pauses when the duration is greater than .50 
seconds.
Filled pauses (FPs) can be classified as either "ah" 
or "non-ah" phenomena. Rochester (1973) recounted Maclay 
and Osgood's (1959) hypothesis that FPs occur when the
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following two conditions exist simultaneously:
(1) the speaker has paused a rather long time 
("long enough to receive the cue of his own 
silence"), and (2) wishes to keep control of 
the "conversational ball" (p. 64).
"Ah" pauses include utterances such as "ah," " er,"
"um," " uh," "mm," etc. "Non-ah" pauses include
sentence changes, repetitions, stutters, omissions,
sentence incompletions, tongue slips, and intruding
incoherent sounds (Mahl, 1956; Ragsdale, 1976; Ragsdale &
Silvia, 1982; Ragsdale & Sisterhen, 1984). In these
studies, "non-ah" hesitations occurred less frequently
than "ah" hesitations, and were related to anxiety.
Jones (1984) studied differences in verbal ability 
and family pressure for language development. She found 
that high-verbal (ability) boys pause less frequently 
than their low-verbal counterparts. She further 
suggested that the increase of verbal hesitation in low- 
verbal ability boys does not reflect verbal planning, but 
rather emotional tension and inhibition. Thus, her 
findings supported Goldman-Eisler's (1956) notion that 
hesitation measures may reflect both cognitive and 
emotion tension.
Interviews and Dyadic Conversations. The nature of 
an interaction may have an effect on the frequency and 
type of hesitation phenomenon. Siegman and Pope (1965) 
found indices of caution and hesitation, such as "ah's", 
silent pauses, and slower articulation when the
interviewer remarks were less specific. They also found 
that anxiety-arousing topics were related to speech 
disruptions such as "non-ah" pauses. These findings 
support the conclusions that anxiety is associated with 
"non-ah" rather than "ah" hesitation phenomena (Mahl, 
1956; Ragsdale, 1976). Siegman (1979) discussed the 
association of social-interpersonal and contextual 
factors with different hesitation indices. In the 
context of dyadic conversations, a speaker risks losing 
one's turn if prolonged unfilled pauses exist. However, 
if an interviewee does not fear losing his/her turn where 
the interviewee has control of response duration, 
hesitations will usually be long initial delays and 
within-response unfilled pauses.
Hesitation phenomena have been linked to many 
functions, including cognitive variables, affective-state 
variables, predispositional and situational anxiety, and 
social interaction variables (Rochester, 1973). Another 
link has been made to the number of words per pause as an 
indication of solidarity. Words per pause is a measure 
of speaking style indicated by the number of words 
uttered between two pauses (Goldman-Eisler, 1968; Markel, 
1990). Markel found that speakers who were friends 
implemented significantly greater numbers of words per 
pause (W/P) than speakers who were strangers. His 
findings suggest a correlation between the solidarity of
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speakers and the use of predominantly many or few words 
per pause indicates a semantics of paralanguage; many W/P 
can be considered an expression of sympathy and few W/P, 
an expression of estrangement. Markel also suggested 
these expressions of estrangement and sympathy can be 
found in daily interaction(s). Markel posited the 
following:
On the one hand, pausing is under the control 
of the speaker, that is, by definition pauses 
are not required by linguistic rules, phono­
logical, morphological, or syntactic. On the 
other hand, a pause in a speaker's narrative 
is an extremely easy occurrence to identify 
with very little training and with no 
specialized technical equipment (p. 82).
Thus, pauses, and words per pause, are easily measurable,
and have useful applications to examine "the importance
of pausing as a diagnostic behavioral event in the stream
of speech" (p. 82).
Hesitations as Powerless Speech. Another 
application of hesitation phenomena is found in Hosraan's 
(1989) examination of the evaluative consequences of 
speech styles that include hesitations. Hosman discussed 
hesitations, hedges and intensifiers in light of a 
listener's evaluation of power. He recounted the 
research that characterizes "powerless" speech by the 
inclusion of hedges, hesitations, polite forms, etc., and 
claimed that "a powerful speech style did not exhibit 
these features” (p. 383). Authoritativeness was judged 
by low levels of hesitations or hedges. Intensifiers are
usually perceived as powerful, but only in the absence of 
hesitations and hedges. Hosman also found that 
sociability is characterized by hesitation avoidance. 
However, Hosman cautioned that language variables, such 
as hedges and hesitations, may indicate two types of 
uncertainty. One may be due to a lack of control in a 
given context; uncertainty leads to hesitation, which in 
turn leads to perceptions of nonauthoritativeness. The 
other type of uncertainty may be from "understanding that 
the world is probabilistic, requiring qualification of 
comments," (p. 402), or the speaker's message planning. 
This "rhetorical uncertainty" appears to be less a factor 
of authoritativeness than sociability.
Hesitation and Interage Communication. In an 
examination of the older person's communications needs, 
Tamir (1984) reported that much communication about a 
relationship is not directly linguistic, but rather is 
found within the dialogue nonverbally or para- 
linguistically. She noted that dialogue partners tend to 
match the duration of pauses between utterances as they 
speak, most notably when they perceive similarities of 
personality and feelings of warmth and empathy. Tamir 
contended:
Of most interest to us is the form these 
[nonverbal and parlinguistic] behaviors take 
in relation to older adults (for which little 
work is available). While information is 
sparse, it appears that nonverbal cues are 
abundant in conveying messages of
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dissimilarity, subordinate position, and lack 
of affection toward the older adult by means 
of dialogue that is out of synch (p. 31).
Tamir (1979) also examined the sensory abilities of an
older person in relation to communication. She stated
that the elderly tend to be highly cautious in responding
to a spoken message if they are not completely sure about
the content being heard. This caution may be reflected
in hesitation, especially silent pauses that are
evidently longer than an average switch pause. A younger
communicator who does not interact frequently with older
persons may misinterpret the elder's hesitation, and use
more hesitation in his/her own speech patterns as a form
of accommodation.
Hesitation has been discussed in terms of its 
causes, its functions and its consequences. Since 
hesitation, "non-ah" phenomena in particular, have been 
linked to anxiety, it may be argued that younger 
individuals who do not interact regularly with elderly 
people may feel anxious and uncertain about the interage 
communication, may not be comfortable in the situation, 
and may have trouble choosing appropriate language. To 
examine the relationship between level of contact with 
the elderly and hesitation, the following hypothesis is 
presented:
H3: High-contact subjects will have fewer hesitations
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during interaction with an older person than lower- 
contact subjects.
Gender Differences. Gender differences in
hesitation behaviors were discussed in the previous
section in light of the negative evaluations of powerless
speech. Hosman (1989) noted that women tend to use more
hedges, hesitations, intensifiers, and polite forms of
speech. This is explained in terms of the socialization
of language acquisition for females. Neugarten, Moore,
and Lowe (1968) explained overall socialization processes
by stating the following:
With regard to sex differences, the fact that 
young women perceive greater constraints 
regarding age-appropriate behavior than do 
young men is generally congruent with other 
evidence of differences in socialization for 
women and men in society (p. 28).
Neugarten et al. concluded that norms are salient over a
large number of adult behaviors; communicative behaviors
are subject to these socialization processes.
The use of "non-ah" pauses have been linked to 
anxiety and uncertainty (Ragsdale, 1976; Ragsdale fit 
Silvia, 1982; Ragsdale & Sisterhen, 1984; Rochester,
1973). An argument could be made that women will differ 
from men in hesitation behaviors within an interage 
interaction, influenced by a woman's more active role in 
intergenerational and kinkeeping communications. Recall 
the discussion of kinkeeping in the section on prototypes 
earlier in this chapter. Because women tend to be the
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kinkeepers and interact more often with elderly 
relatives, they may be more fluent during interage 
communication outside the familial context. Thus, the 
following hypothesis is presented:
H4: Female subjects will have fewer hesitations during
interaction with an older person than male subjects.
The following section will review the research on 
proxemics as it relates to age differences and intergroup 
communication.
Proxemics
Proxemics is defined as the "study of the ways 
people use space in the course of face-to-face 
interactions" (Ciolek, 1983, p. 71). Proxemics 
encompasses cultural patterns in social, usually dyadic, 
events. A related construct is interaction distance. 
Interaction distance can mean two different things: (1)
the typical distance of a given interpersonal 
transaction; and (2) the distance observed at any stage 
of either focused or unfocused transactions (Ciolek,
1983).
A further examination of interpersonal distance is 
found in Hall's (1974) discussion of cultural distances. 
Hall noted that perceived distances shrink or expand 
depending on the circumstances, and that each ethnic 
group sets distances in its own way. Hall's 
categorization of distances has been well cited in the
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proxemics literature (Burgess, 1983; Burgoon, Buller, & 
Woodall, 1989; Ciolek, 1983; Hickson & Stacks, 1989; 
Leathers, 1986; Mehrabian, 1968; Smith, Reinheimer, & 
Gabbard-Alley, 1981; Worchel, 1986). Hall made the 
following distinctions of interaction distance. Intimate 
distance is from 0 to 18 inches, and is used for private 
and intimate communication. Personal or casual distance 
ranges from 1.5 to 4 feet, and is used by friends and 
family (at the close range) and acquaintances (at the far 
range). Social or consultive distance ranges from 4 to 
10 feet and is characteristic of impersonal interactions 
such as business conversations. Public distance, greater 
than 10 feet, is characteristic of formal speaker/ 
audience communication. Hall's classifications were 
based on American norms. In addition to these normative 
behaviors, Burgoon and Jones (1976) asserted that 
"expected distancing in a given context is a function of 
(1) the social norm and (2) the known idiosyncratic 
spacing patterns of the initiator" (p. 132).
In a similar vein, Worchel (1986) studied the 
influence of contextual variables on interpersonal 
spacing. He reviewed research that found personal 
variables such as sex, culture, personality, status, 
attraction, attitudes, psychological disorders, and age 
do indeed influence spatial considerations. However, 
Worchel was more concerned with contextual variables such
48
as interaction setting, expectancies, the pretext for the 
interaction, and the participant's immediate prior 
experiences. His hypotheses were supported; one 
interesting conclusion was that the subjects preferred 
larger distances when they believed their interactions 
would be observed by others and when they expected long 
interactions and personal topics.
Insofar as conversational distance is easily and 
reliably measurable (Baesler & Burgoon, 1987), the 
interpretations of conversational distance are contrarily 
subject to interpersonal and contextual variables. For 
example, the Worchel (1986) study mentioned in the 
foregoing paragraph alludes to the measurement of such 
contextual variables as sex, culture, personality and 
age. In one of his experiments, Worchel manipulated the 
amount of time a subject was isolated before the 
experimental condition (0, 45, 90, and 150 minutes). 
Distances were measured between all subjects and a 
confederate. He found significant differences between 
the distances chosen by the subjects, indicating that 
subjects with zero or 45 minutes of isolation sat 
significantly closer than those with 150 minutes of 
isolation. The subjects in the 45 minute group also sat 
closer than those in the 90 minute group. Worchel 
concluded that the contextual variable of previous 
setting can affect interpersonal distance. Closer
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proximity is generally connoted to infer immediacy, 
intimacy, similarity, attraction and liking, willingness 
to engage in more intimate activities, affiliation, 
warmth, involvement, rapport, status and dominance 
(Mehrabian, 1968; Gifford & O'Connor, 1986? Worchel,
1986; Burgoon, 1991).
Proxemics and Age. Some general aspects of 
nonverbal communication and aging are discussed by 
Carmichael and Knapp (1988) and Ryan, Giles, Bartolucci, 
and Henwood (1986). Interpersonal distance and spatial 
behaviors regarding elderly interactants are beginning to 
receive attention in the research. "Although the 
literature on nonverbal communication has been steadily 
accumulating during the last twenty years. . .there have 
been very few studies specifically focused on the older 
population" (Carmichael & Knapp, p. 112). Likewise, 
there appears to be a glaring absence of research 
studying both verbal and nonverbal components in 
cross- generational communication (Ryan et al.). Hickson 
and Stacks (1989) reported "in general, as the age of the 
person increases, so too does the expected distancing.
This holds true, however, only for interactions where 
there is a discrepancy in the ages of the interactants"
(p. 59). With same-age interactants, however, distance 
expectations are closer than with those who are 
age-disparate.
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Burgess (1983) studied proxemic spacing behavior of 
companions and strangers in public environments. He then 
compared the behaviors of six age groups (preschool 
children, grade school children, teenagers, young-, 
middle-, and senior adults). He monitored and recorded 
relative position (spatial patterns) and measured 
interpersonal distances. The distances and patterns of 
the subjects to first, second, and third nearest 
companions, and the first, second, and third nearest 
strangers were compared. The results of the observations 
indicated that middle adults maintained further distances 
to companions than young adults, but were closer to their 
companions than senior adults. The data showed less 
pronounced differences among the. age groups for distances 
to strangers.
When comparing companions' spatial patterns, Burgess 
(1983) found that all ages stayed closer than predicted. 
But for strangers' spatial patterns, the findings 
indicated that only senior adults aggregated, maintaining 
significantly closer distances to the second and third 
nearest strangers than expected. This study concluded 
that subtler changes may have been overlooked due to the 
environment or the methodology used in the study.
However, Burgess maintained that "in either case, we do 
not contend that the spacing of older, adult groups 
necessarily reflect maturational changes, but may rather
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represent age-related differences in nonverbal and other 
social interaction within these groups" (p. 165).
Another issue related to proxemic behavior is 
crowding and task performance. Smith, Reinheimer, and 
Gabbard-Alley (1981) assumed that "the achieved level of 
privacy among elderly persons generally is greater than 
that experienced by young adults" (p. 259), based on 
prior evidence that advancing age is associated with 
diminishing communication interaction. Other studies 
have shown that verbal and nonverbal withdrawal responses 
(e.g., low level of social participation) are caused by 
human crowding. Smith et al. illustrated the association 
of desired level of privacy with the achieved level of 
privacy; if the latter does not meet the former, a person 
will experience crowding. Smith et al. provided 
supporting evidence to show that "the stage providing the 
most striking contrast with other adult life stages 
regarding chronic levels of achieved privacy is the 
postretirement period, typically age 65 and over" (p. 
260). The results of the study regarding task 
performance showed that younger subjects' performance 
scores were significantly higher than those of the older 
subjects, and that younger subjects required less time to 
complete the task than their elder counterparts. Data 
also showed that the older participants performed 
significantly better in close, rather than far,
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interpersonal conditions. Smith et al. found the 
following:
In the high-density condition, older subjects 
attributed significantly less communication 
anxiety to fellow group members in the close, 
as opposed to far, conversation conditions.
. . .However, in the large room, the older 
subjects attributed significantly less 
communication anxiety to fellow group members 
than younger subjects in both the close and far 
conversation conditions did" (p. 267).
Overall, older persons perform better in a spatially
constrained area than in less restricted interpersonal
settings.
A comparison of interpersonal distancing behavior in 
young and elderly adult women was made by Winogrond 
(1981). It was expected that sensory deficits in the 
elderly women would influence their use of personal space 
in cohort communications. However, she found no 
significant differences in distancing between the older 
and younger subjects (with their own age peers, 
respectively). A difference was found in the cortical 
arousal levels of the two age groups as measured by a 
two-flash threshold apparatus. Winogrond concluded that 
there appears to be no relationship between lowered 
arousal and increased closeness as means of compensation 
for the decrease in arousal, she noted that the younger 
subjects retained an "adolescent scheme for intimate 
personal space" whereas the older participants maintained 
"normative adult distancing behavior" without regard to
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arousal level (p. 58). While this investigation implies 
age differences in distance from cohort interaction 
partners, it should lend some justification to the 
examination of proxemic behavior across cohort groups. 
Thus, the following hypothesis is given:
H5: High-contact subjects will sit closer to an elderly
person during interaction than lower-contact subjects.
Gender Related Concepts. Earlier in this section on 
proxemics, interpersonal distancing among young and old 
women was discussed (Winogrond, 1981). Burgoon and Jones 
(1976) related the importance of social norms as a 
function in expectations of distancing. Female dyad 
partners tend to sit closer to each other than male dyad 
partners (Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 1989). Women tend 
to be approached by both men and women more closely than 
are men. Women experience fewer negative reactions to 
crowding (Hickson & Stacks, 1989). Men tend to claim 
more personal space than women, and more actively defend 
territorial violations (Leathers, 1986). Given the above 
gender differences in various proxemic situations, they 
may or may not support research that has reported 
increases in expected distancing as one ages (Hickson & 
Stacks), and the indication of frequent close contact of 
women in familial and caregiver contexts. The gender 
findings may not apply for interage dyads outside family 
situations. For this reason, a directional hypothesis is
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not presented, but rather, the following research 
question is posited:
RQ1: Are there gender differences in proxemic behavior
during interaction with an elderly person?
The next section offers a review of literature regarding 
interaction evaluations.
Interaction Evaluations
An interaction partner can evaluate the 
communication from many different perspectives. For 
example, Hecht (1978) offered the following 
conceptualizations of communication satisfaction: need
gratification, expectation fulfillment, equivocality 
reduction, and constraint-reinforcement. Another 
evaluation perspective may be assessing communication 
competence, for which the criteria are adaptability, 
conversational involvement, conversational management, 
empathy, effectiveness, and appropriateness (Canary & 
Cody, 1994).
However, a problem of evaluating interaction is the
issue of distinction between the communicators and the
communication. "The fact that perception of others is
influenced by your own behavior underscores the
transactional nature of person perception" (Wilmot, 1987,
p. 96). Wilmot further elaborates on the complex
relationships between the elements of interaction:
1. Perception leads to evaluation and 
evaluation leads to perception.
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2. Similarity leads to interpersonal 
attraction; interpersonal attraction leads 
to similarity.
3. Perception of yourself and perception of 
others are highly related and part of a 
cyclic process.
4. Transactions with another lead to positive 
sentiment; positive sentiment toward another 
leads to transactions with him.
5. Communication transactions provide the core 
information for perceptions of others (p. 96).
The circularity of these interaction elements points to
the dilemma of the cyclic nature of interaction and
evaluation.
Another perspective to interaction evaluation may be
couched in ethnomethodology. Conversation or interaction
analysis attempts to show how social life is a joint
achievement of communication participants and that
people's use of language is integral to the organization
of interaction (Littlejohn, 1992). Ethnomethodology has
also been defined by Leiter (1980) as the study of
commonsense knowledge. Leiter wrote:
From the ethnomethodological perspective, 
social interaction is a thoroughly 
negotiated accomplishment. The seguencing, 
as well as the understanding, of social 
interaction is negotiated through the use of 
commonsense knowledge and the practices of 
commonsense reasoning. The ongoing, unending 
character of this negotiation is the result 
of the indexical properties of talk and 
behavior (p. 224).
Preinteraction expectancies have been shown to 
influence communication behaviors. Ickes, Patterson, 
Rajecki, and Tanford (1982) found that interaction 
strategies, such as reciprocity or compensation, are
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affected by friendly or unfriendly expectancies 
(respectively). In a replication of the Ickes et al. 
study, Honeycutt (1990) revealed similar findings, and 
expanded the study to examine the respondents' confidence 
in rating the attributes of their interaction partners. 
According to Honeycutt, attributional confidence about a 
person:
occurs when the target engages in behavior 
similar to what others do (consensus), the 
behavior is consistent across similar 
situations and time (consistency) and the 
behavior is distinctive from the target's 
supposed responses to different situations 
(distinctiveness) (p. 372).
However, no differences were found for confidence between
unfriendly-, friendly-, and no-expectancy perceivers.
Interactions with the Elderly. According to Giles,
N. Coupland, J. Coupland, Williams, and Nussbaum (1992), 
"individuals do not adapt to the aging process in social 
isolation, but through and within their interactions with 
others. The majority of these interactions are embedded 
within a well-defined relational context" (p. 272).
Young people tend to believe they seek information and 
gain compliance of older individuals in ways that are 
different than if they approached their own age cohorts. 
"Negative interpretations of elderly speech, as 
demonstrated by language attitude studies, and negatively 
framed speech to elderly people are the communicative 
material of negative lifespan adaptation, especially when
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applied across diverse contexts," according to Giles et 
al. (p. 281).
Gudykunst (1994), defined intergenerational 
interaction as a clear form of intergroup communication, 
and noted that young people view elderly people as less 
desirable interaction partners than young or middle-aged 
individuals. An example of this negative attitude is 
found in communicative behaviors such as over­
accommodating in loudness (because the elderly are 
assumed to be hard of hearing) or use of a baby-talk 
style (because the elderly are assumed to be 
intellectually slower). Another example is younger 
people's language that reflects an attitude that elders 
are dependent on the young, allowing the younger person a 
status of control. These examples from Gudykunst point 
to the negative expectations and evaluations of interage 
communication from the perspective of a younger partner.
Likewise, Levin and Levin (1981) hypothesized that 
college students would express less willingness to attend 
a lecture given by an "old" instructor (75 years old) 
than by a younger (25 years old) or middle-aged (50 years 
old) instructor. Levin and Levin also examined students' 
willingness to attend an informal discussion and coffee 
hour with the older or younger instructors. They also 
considered the socioeconomic status of the target 
instructor, telling half of the subjects that the
stimulus-person's income was either $5,900 or $59,000 per 
year. It was hypothesized that socioeconomic status 
(SES) may influence the subjects' interpersonal 
perceptions. Contrary to their expectations, Levin and 
Levin found no significant main effect or interaction 
effect for willingness to attend a talk was found. 
However, there was a significant effect of age (of the 
target), and a significant interaction for age and 
socioeconomic status (of the target) for willingness to 
attend the informal discussion/coffee hour. In sum,
Levin and Levin stated that students were less willing to 
interact with a lecturer who was perceived as old (as 
opposed to a younger or middle-aged target). However, 
the students were willing to attend the informal 
discussion/coffee hour if the speaker was identified as 
having high socioeconomic status, regardless of age.
Levin and Levin concluded that "these results seem to 
indicate that wealth can overcome the social stigma of 
old age; willingness to associate with a wealthy person 
may not be affected by that person/s age" (p. 214).
It may be difficult to obtain cross-generational 
interaction evaluations since research has indicated that 
younger individuals would be less willing to interact 
with an elderly individual even if that elderly person 
was similar in all respects other than age to a younger 
individual (J. Coupland, Nussbaum, & N. Coupland, 1991;
Daum, 1982? Levin & Levin, 1981; Tamir, 1979, 1984). J. 
Coupland et al. offered the following criticism:
"although the literatures on attitudes and ageism have 
developed independently of interactional considerations, 
we assume social interaction is the hub of 
miscommunicative processes, where attitudes are molded, 
consolidated, or modified" (p. 86). J. Coupland et al. 
characterized miscommunication as "the incremental 
construction of stereotyped 'elderly' identities for 
older people through the apparently benign and certainly 
well-intentioned initiatives of younger adults conversing 
with them" (p. 99).
Echoing and expanding on the writings of Kornhaber 
and Woodward (1981), Downs (1989) discussed the elements 
necessary for the vital connection between grandparents 
and grandchildren. These elements include commitment to 
family, altruism, and time and place. Downs refers to 
time and place as the opportunity to interact. Without 
the opportunity, the vital connection, or a feeling of 
satisfaction and significance, is not possible. While 
the studies of Downs, and Kornhaber and Woodward 
explained the vital connection and the social contract 
between grandparents and grandchildren, the question 
should arise among communication researchers as to the 
generalizability of the vital connection to
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cross-generational or interage interaction outside the 
familial context.
Daum (1982) contended that the research indicating
younger persons' unwillingness to interact with older
persons does not support the assertion of preference for
exclusive interaction with age peers. Daum wrote:
In fact, these studies also show that most 
older people do have at least one younger 
person they consider to be a friend. Whether 
the number of younger friends would have been 
greater if not for limited opportunities and 
societal barriers to such friendships is 
unanswered from the available data (p. 249).
While some researchers have examined the attitudes of
mixed-age interaction partners and their communicative
behaviors, other researchers such as Nussbaum (1983) are
moving beyond the "simplistic conceptualizations of
social interaction found within the gerontological
literature. . .to explore the reported network of
relational closeness of individuals over the age of 65 as
it relates to reported satisfaction with life" (p. 229).
Nussbaum's purpose reflects the cyclic nature of
interaction and evaluation discussed earlier by Wilmot
(1987) in that life satisfaction is associated with
relational closeness and the interaction(s) within the
relationship.
Illuminating the link between interpersonal 
perception and interaction, Tamir (1984) asserted that 
when young and older do come in contact, "well-worn and
often detrimental stereotypes may persist, and
participants must make an active effort to dispel these
preconceptions for a healthy dialogue to take place” (p.
39). This is similar to Piaget's (1954) concepts of
assimilation and accommodation. For example, a younger
individual may assimilate by changing the perception of
the older person and his/her behavior to fit the
preconceived notions or frames of reference. On the
other hand, the younger person may accommodate by
adjusting the frame or stereotype to integrate our
perceptions, thus allowing "room" for incoming
experiences and social knowledge. In addition, Tamir
noted that such attitudes of the young toward the old
will always be conveyed both verbally and nonverbally.
In a similar perspective, Feezel and Hawkins (1988)
asserted that communication is a behavior, and thus is
based on attitudes. They wrote:
If our attitude toward [the elderly] is an 
accurate and valid evaluation, then we may 
behave appropriately in our communication. If 
we hold false or distorted beliefs, we are more 
likely to communicate inappropriately or even 
in a harmful manner (p. 82).
Finally, some positive indices of cross-generational 
interaction have been found. Ryan, See, Meneer, and 
Trovato (1992) noted three illuminating examples of how 
positive expectations about the language performance of 
elders can encourage and enhance the richness of the 
interaction. First, a large and ever-growing vocabulary
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is characteristic of older speakers. Second, older 
people have been judged to be better storytellers than 
younger storytellers. And third, there is also a tendency 
for older adults to be viewed more positively on 
sociability traits, including sincerity, friendliness, 
and warmth.
In examining the influence of age-integrated and 
age-segregated housing on interpersonal understanding in 
the elderly, Cohen, Bearison, and Muller (1987) found 
significantly higher levels of interpersonal 
understanding among elderly subjects in age-integrated 
housing than their age-segregated cohorts. Cohen et al. 
measured social interaction in terms of frequency in nine 
different social settings/activities, including being 
with children and grandchildren, religious services, 
neighbors, civic groups, etc. Interpersonal 
understanding was defined as "the ability to coordinate 
multiple perspectives so as to 'view the world (including 
the self) from another's perspective" (p. 80). 
Furthermore, interpersonal understanding can aid in the 
development of increasingly diverse and complex 
interpersonal relations. It could be argued that inter­
age interaction can increase interpersonal understanding 
in the younger interaction partner as well, as reflected 
in positive evaluations. Therefore, the following
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hypothesis is derived from the research on interaction 
evaluations:
H6: High-contact subjects will evaluate the interaction
with an elderly person more positively than lower- 
contact subjects.
Gender Differences. The association between 
attitudes, interpersonal perception and interaction 
evaluation was illustrated earlier in the interaction 
evaluations section from the research of Downs (1989), J. 
Coupland, Nussbaum, and N. Coupland (1991), Giles, N. 
Coupland, J. Coupland, Williams, and Nussbaum (1992), 
Nussbaum (1983), and Tamir (1979, 1984). In light of 
younger people's overall evaluations of older interaction 
partners, one may speculate that gender differences may 
play a role in interaction evaluations. It was shown in 
the kinkeeping literature that men and women differ in 
terms of communicative behaviors and attitudes in the 
extended family context. Because women are the 
kinkeepers of most families, there may be an underlying 
negative attitude of obligation which may influence their 
interactions with elderly. Perhaps men do not feel such 
a burden; men may feel more free to evaluate interage 
communication more honestly and objectively. One could 
argue that men and women may use their familial 
experiences in the evaluation of non-family interaction 
partners as well. Given the lack of relevant literature
relating gender and interaction evaluations necessary to 
posit a hypothesis, the following research question is 
presented:
RQ2: Are there gender differences in the evaluations of
interaction with an elderly person?
The present chapter has reviewed the literature in 
the areas of prototypes, hesitation phenomena, proxemics, 
interaction evaluations, amount of contact with elderly 
people and gender differences. To test the hypotheses 
and research questions in this investigation, an 
experiment was designed. The following chapter describes 
the methodology and procedures used in investigating the 
hypotheses and research questions.
Chapter III 
Methods and Procedures
The purpose of this chapter is to offer a 
description of the methods and procedures used in this 
dissertation. An initial survey, experiment, and a 
secondary survey were conducted to collect the data for 
analysis. Chapter three will discuss the subjects, the 
procedures, measures of prototypes, hesitation, proximity 
and postinteraction evaluation, and statistical analyses.
This dissertation utilized two independent 
variables. The first variable was a younger person's 
amount of interaction with older persons, or contact.
The second variable was gender. The amount of contact 
was determined by the subjects' responses on the initial 
survey to the question "How often do you talk with anv 
elderly person(s) (65 years and older)?" (see Appendix 
A). Some researchers have examined frequency of interage 
communication by using open-ended questions in interviews 
with subjects (Sherman, 1975; Simons, 1984), but did not 
indicate how they quantified or classified the 
frequencies. Stueve and O'Donnell (1989) asked their 
subjects about frequencies of both visits and phone 
contacts between women and their elderly parents. The 
responses were coded directly from the interviews onto a 
nine-point scale ranging from every day to never. Stueve 
and O'Donnell later dichotomized the responses into high
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(at least once or twice a week) and low (less than once a 
week) categori es.
Reiss (1962) measured kinship interaction frequency 
using classifications of daily, weekly, monthly, 
annually, or less than annually, regarding face-to-face 
interaction only. These classifications were used as 
dependent measures. A modification of Reiss' 
classifications was used in the present investigation in 
an effort to he more precise in measuring and to 
encourage respondents to critically evaluate the choices. 
Subjects were given the following responses from which to 
choose: "never," " 1 - 2  times per year," " 4 - 6  times
per year," " 1 - 2  times per month," " 1 - 2  times per 
week," "3 - 5 times per week," and "more than five times 
per week." Contact time was divided into three 
categories (high, medium and low). It was assumed that 
high/medium/low categories would better tap frequencies 
than high/low categories, and would be more suitable for 
use as an independent measure for comparison of effects.
Dependent Variables
Ten dependent variables were explored to test the 
relevant hypotheses and research questions. One was the 
size of the subjects' generated elderly prototypes, as 
determined by the number of attributes and 
characteristics listed on the initial survey.
Three hesitation phenomena, "ah," "non-ah," and 
silent pauses were examined in terms of frequency and 
duration of the hesitations. Both the "ah" and silent 
pauses were measured in terms of frequency and duration. 
However, the "non-ah" pauses were considered only in 
terms of frequency. Goldman-Eisler (1958) calculated 
speech rate with measures of both frequency and duration 
of silent pauses. Siegman and Pope (1965) similarly 
measured frequency of "ah" and "non-ah" pauses and the 
duration of silent pauses. Ragsdale and Silvia (1982) 
and Ragsdale and Sisterhen (1984) used frequency measures 
only for the "non-ah" phenomenon. Therefore, the 
duration of "non-ah" pauses did not seem an appropriate 
factor in this study. For example, the duration of a 
person's stutter start or repetition of a word/phrase is 
not logically equivalent to the durations of either 
silences or such utterances as "ah," "er," and "urn."
Thus, the three hesitation phenomena yielded five 
dependent variables: "ah" frequency, "ah" duration, "non- 
ah" frequency, silent pause frequency, and silent pause 
duration.
Proxemic distance was the eighth dependent variable, 
measured by the distance the subject adopted for the 
interage interaction. The final two variables 
investigated were the overall evaluation of the 
interaction, and the overall confidence of the subject's
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interaction evaluation. These were measured in a survey 
administered after the completion of the experiment. 
Subjects
One hundred, sixty-eight students were recruited 
from sociology and communications courses. They were 
asked to voluntarily participate in a research project 
concerning communication. They were told that their 
participation would require the completion of an initial 
survey, followed by an interview (the experiment) and an 
additional survey at a later time. The students were 
granted class time to complete the initial survey. Two 
forms of incentive were used to recruit subjects: 
students were told they would receive extra credit for 
participation in the interview/ postinteraction survey 
(when instructors offered extra credit) or were given a 
chance in a money lottery (when extra credit was not 
offered).
Of the 168 initial survey respondents, 123 subjects 
participated in the experiment and the postinteraction 
survey. Some of the initial survey respondents could not 
find a convenient time for the interview, one would not 
participate after reading the consent form, others simply 
did not keep their appointments; and others who took part 
in the interview but did not completely or correctly 
respond on the postinteraction survey were dropped due to
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unusable responses. One student was dropped due to her 
prior knowledge of the confederate.
The sample consisted of 65 (52.8%) females and 58 
(47.2%) males. The mean age of the sample was 24.59, 
with a range of 18 to 57. Although this range seems 
large, 84.55% of the subjects were under 30 years old,
11.38% were between 30 and 40, and 4.07% were over forty. 
The ages of the subjects are representative for the 
students enrolled during the semester of data collection: 
mean age for undergraduates that term was 25.2 years old. 
The mean age for females was 23.34, and the mean age for 
males was 26.00.
Subjects were classified as to amount of contact 
with elderly people. High contact subjects interacted 
with elderly people more than five times per week.
Medium contact subjects interacted with elderly one to 
five times per week. Low contact subjects interacted 
with elderly less than once or twice a month. The high
contact group (n-44) had a mean age of 26.52. The medium
contact group (n=51) had a mean age of 24.08. The low
contact group (n=28) had a mean age of 22.50. Gender
within contact group totals were as follows: high group
had 24 females and 20 males; medium group had 30 females 
and 21 males; low group had 11 females and 17 males.
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Procedures
Initial Survey. Data collection for the present 
study was in two parts. The first part involved subjects 
filling out the initial survey. The author was permitted 
to address the classes from which the subjects were 
recruited. The author orally reviewed the instructions 
for the survey. The general guise of the study was 
explained: to study communication attitudes and 
interactions the students have. Every student received a 
copy of the initial survey; however, not all students 
participated. The author emphasized voluntary 
participation and assurance of confidentiality.
The initial survey requested the students' names and 
telephone numbers in order to make appointments for the 
interview. The initial survey requested demographic data 
such as age and gender (Appendix A). To determine amount 
of contact one has with elderly people, respondents were 
asked to circle one of the seven choices described above. 
Subjects were asked to indicate the number of living 
grandparents, and to provide the contexts of their 
interaction(s) with elderly people. Although these 
questions do not pertain to the specific hypotheses and 
research questions in this study, they were asked to 
provide some background data about the subjects which may 
be useful in future research.1 The subjects were asked 
to list as many characteristics and attributes of a
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typical elderly person as they could think of. Upon 
completion of the initial survey, the subjects signed up 
for a time to participate in the experiment and 
postinteraction survey.
The Experiment. The experiment followed the 
completion of the initial surveys by approximately one to 
two weeks. The subjects were told they would be 
interviewed by a new student to the school, and would be 
discussing school-related topics (see Appendix B). The 
experiment took place over a two week period on weekdays 
from 1:00 to 6:00 p.m. Subjects were contacted by 
telephone the night before their appointments to remind 
them of the taping time and were told to arrive a few 
minutes early to sign the consent form.
The principle researcher/author greeted the subjects 
outside the interview room where they read and signed an 
informed consent form (see Appendix C). The author 
assigned a number to each subject. The number was 
written on a card for the subject to hold up in the 
interview room when video recording had begun; the number 
served as a visual identification on the videotapes.
Inside the interview room, the confederate was already 
seated in the general viewing area of the videocamera. A 
camera operator (a student research assistant) was 
already in the room.
The chair for the subject was pushed under a desk in 
the room, and the tripod and camera were next to the 
desk. The subjects were then led into the interview room 
where they were told that the previous person had 
mistakenly moved the chair. The subjects were instructed 
to move the wheeled chair somewhere into the conversation 
area. This procedure was used by Horchel (1986) to allow 
the subject to create the distance between him/her and 
the confederate. No subjects moved the chair after their 
interviews were over. The confederate had also been 
given a bogus number card to give the appearance that she 
was another student involved in the research project. A 
camera operator then instructed both the confederate and 
the subject to hold up their identification numbers for 
the camera.
The confederate and each subject were told to begin, 
the videotape was recording, and the camera operator 
began timing for a five minute interaction. The 
confederate asked each subject the same questions, in the 
same order, from a hand-written list. Upon completion of 
the five minute interview, the subjects were led to 
another room. After each subject left the interview 
room, the student worker closed the door. The distance 
between a subject and the confederate was measured by the 
closest two points of the chairs (Horchel, 1986). The 
distance was recorded on each subject's initial survey.
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Postinteraction Survey. The subjects completed a 
postinteraction survey in a room adjacent to the 
experiment room. They were greeted by one of the student 
research assistants who directed each subject to a seat 
and provided a survey and a pencil. After each subject 
was finished, the author asked if he/she had any 
questions. The subjects were debriefed immediately 
following the experiment, as well as being more 
thoroughly debriefed in groups (by class) upon the 
completion of the data collection. This was done because 
the subjects were classmates and data collection occurred 
over a two week period. A thorough debriefing was 
postponed so that a subject would not know the true 
purpose of the study, and therefore could not communicate 
the purpose to another subject.
The Elder Confederate. The elder confederate was a 
68 year old woman who was actually graduated from the 
school within the past ten years. While most 
nontraditional students at the school are in their late 
twenties and thirties, elderly students are not too 
uncommon. Most of the subjects thought she was a new 
student. The confederate was instructed to be as 
consistent as possible, and to follow the list of 
questions provided. She was also instructed to wear the 
same clothes to project a consistent physical appearance:
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a plain blue knit top with tan slacks, she wore glasses 
and had white hair.
Equipment. A VHS videotape recorder was used to 
document the interviews. Each interview lasted at least 
five minutes and was timed with a stop watch. However, 
the camera operator let a speaker finish his or her 
thought before telling the participants that five minutes 
were finished. Although each subject knew the 
interactions were being videotaped, very few students 
appeared to react to the presence of the camera. The 
camera operator read a book during the interview to 
appear occupied in an effort not to attract attention 
toward the camera.
A VHS tape recorder/playback machine and television 
monitor was used during the coding of the hesitation 
variables. The coders of the hesitation variables 
listened to and viewed the tapes, coding data on an IBM- 
compatible 386 computer.
Power and Effect Sizes. According to Cohen (1969), 
"the power of a statistical test of a null hypothesis is 
the probability that it will lead to the rejection of the 
null hypothesis, i.e., the probability that it will 
result in the conclusion that the phenomenon exists"
(p. 4). In the present study, power is the ability to 
detect a significant gender effect or contact effect. 
Cohen defined "effect size" as 11 'the degree to which the
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phenomenon is present in the population,' or 'the degree 
to which the null hypothesis is false'." (pp. 9-10, 
italics original). The larger the effect size (ES), the 
greater the degree to which the effect under examination 
is exhibited. Cohen further noted that ES is a very 
important determinant of required sample size or power, 
or both.
A medium effect size is (f = .25), where f is the 
standard deviation of the standardized k population means 
(Cohen, p. 279). An assumption of ES is that sample 
sizes or cell sizes are equal. The f is still a good 
index to the effect size for tests on means of unequal 
samples (Cohen, 1969, p. 269). To determine power and 
effect size of the contact factor in the present study, 
an average sample size was computed: n = N/k (Cohen, p.
355), where N is the overall sample size (N=123) and k is 
the number of categorized samples (three contact groups, 
high/medium/low). The average sample size for contact is 
(n = 123/3) “ 41. With the use of power tables (Cohen, 
pp. 282-347) and alpha set at .05, u =  (k - 1) =2, n =  
41, and assuming a medium effect size (f = .25), power 
for the contact effect was .70 (Cohen, p. 305).
The same procedures were used to determine the power 
of the gender effect. For the gender effect, however, 
k = 2 (female/male) and u = ( k - l )  =1, and the average 
sample size is (n = 123/2 = 62), with rounding.
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According to the power tables, power for the gender 
effect was .80 (Cohen, p. 305). Given these power 
estimates, it was determined that there would be a 
greater probability of detecting gender differences than 
contact differences due to the sample sizes in this 
study.
Prototype Measures
Calculation of Prototype Redundancy. Subjects were 
asked to list as many characteristics and attributes of a 
typical elderly person as they could think of. The total 
number of characteristics was tabulated, and the 
redundancy level for each prototype was determined 
following the procedures of Honeycutt, Cantrill, and 
Greene (1989). A redundancy coefficient was calculated 
for each subject and expressed in the form of a ratio of 
unique attributes to total attributes: (Rds=Uat/Tat).
Honeycutt et al. used a script-generating procedure, 
based on the premise that subjects would be informative 
but not too redundant in completing such a procedure 
(Grice, 1975). The subjects in the present study were 
asked to list as many attributes as they could think of 
in an effort to draw out as much of one's elderly 
prototype as possible. In so doing, they may have had a 
tendency to be redundant. In other words, one's 
prototype may be more or less specific, depending on how 
many of the attributes are unique; a larger total number
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of attributes would not necessarily indicate a larger, 
more discrete prototype.
The degree of redundancy was thought to affect the 
prototype variable? therefore, a redundancy coefficient 
was used as a covariate. Since the prototype measure was 
a free-response item, redundancy could not be controlled 
in the design without jeopardizing the candor of the 
characteristics listed. Honeycutt et al. (1989) 
suggested that the redundancy coefficient is a type of 
cognitive complexity measure about relational 
expectations that reveals degrees of differentiation, but 
can be applied to interpersonal or social expectancies as 
well. To illustrate, one subject in the present study 
listed the following attributes: "like to listen? enjoy
company? always seem interested in you? offer advice? 
tell stories of the past? concerned? caring." The coder 
interpreted "always seem interested in you," "concerned," 
and "caring" to be redundant. For this case, there were 
seven total characteristics, of which five were unique.
Coding Scheme of Prototype Content. The attributes 
and characteristics were grouped into categories by the 
author and a student research assistant. The author 
instructed the student assistant as to the categories 
used by Cantor, Mischel, and Schwartz (1982). Cantor et 
al. classified prototype attributes into the following 
five categories. Physical features describe a person's
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appearance or physical abilities. Dispositional features 
describe a person's feelings, attitudes, and traits. 
Behavioral features reflect a person's observable 
behaviors. Situational features include places or 
settings in which a person is likely to be found. Social 
features reflect a person's group affiliations, 
socioeconomic or class status, nationality, or social 
roles (Cantor et al., 1982).
After the initial surveys were taken, it became 
apparent that many of the subjects included 
characteristics regarding elderly people's mental and 
cognitive states and abilities. For this reason, a sixth 
category of cognitive features was added. A seventh 
category was created to aggregate responses that did not 
fit any of the other six categories; a miscellaneous 
features category was created. The number of responses 
in each of the seven categories was counted for each 
subject.
Reliabilities for Prototype Content. Cohen's (1960) 
kappa was calculated for each of the seven categories and 
as an overall level of agreement collapsed across the 
seven categories. Kappa is an indication of nominal 
scale agreement (Agresti, 1990; Hollenbeck, 1978). Kappa 
represents the difference between the observed proportion 
of agreed upon cases and agreement expected by chance, 
divided by the maximum difference possible for the
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marginal totals. The coders categorized 158 responses 
from a subset of 20 subjects' initial surveys with a 
fairly high level of agreement. The reliabilities are 
presented in Table 1.
Table 1










Two of the student research assistants were 
instructed as to the three types of hesitation phenomena 
for the purpose of coding (see Appendix E). The author 
discussed the different types of pauses, and then 
presented examples in three of the taped interviews. The 
two coders were afforded as much practice time as they 
needed to become familiar with the different types of 
"ah" and "non-ah" pauses, and also to distinguish silent 
pauses from breath pauses. Silent pauses that were coded 
as shorter than half of a second were deleted from the 
subject's totals for frequency and duration. The author 
then instructed the coders in the use of the NONVERB 
program, version 1.2 (Honeycutt, 1987), an IBM basic
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program designed to code dynamic variables in dyadic 
interactions. The NONVERB 1.2 program uses the toggle 
action of a key to indicate a behavior's status of either 
on or off. For example, when a subject uttered "urn," the 
coder would depress the key to indicate the beginning of 
the sound, and depress it again when the utterance was 
through. This allows for the tabulation of both 
frequency and duration of any behavior.
Reliabilities for Hesitations. Following the 
training sessions, the student coders were asked to code 
the three types of hesitation phenomena for a subset of 
22 cases in order to check reliability. A series of 
intraclass correlations (Bartko, 1966) was conducted for 
the five dependent measures: "ah" frequency and
duration, "non-ah" frequency, and silent pause frequency 
and duration. The intraclass correlation coefficient is 
based on the analysis of variance (ANOVA) and the 
estimation of variance components. For the present 
study, analyses of variance were conducted for each of 
the five hesitation variables by case and rater. 
Reliabilities were as follows: "ah" frequency (R=.77),
"ah" duration (R=.76), "non-ah" frequency (R=.77), silent 
pause frequency (R=.74), silent pause duration (R=.67). 
Proxemics Measure
Proxemics were measured by the distance (in inches) 
a subject adopted from the confederate. After each
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subject left the interview room, a student assistant 
measured the distance between the two closest points on 
the chairs (Worchel, 1986) with a measuring tape. The 
dimensions were recorded onto the initial survey, to the 
nearest one-quarter of an inch.
Interaction Evaluation Measures
The postinteraction survey (see Appendix D) was 
adopted from Ickes, Patterson, Rajecki, and Tanford 
(1982) to measure a subject's overall evaluation of the 
interaction. The scale consisted of 17 bipolar 
dimensions: unsociable-sociable, strong-weak, sensitive-
insensitive, assertive-submissive, boring-interesting, 
cruel-kind, exciting-dull, genuine-artificial, vain- 
modest, independent-dependent; poised-awkward, sincere- 
insincere, cold-warm, friendly-unfriendly, physically 
attractive-physically unattractive; trustworthy­
untrustworthy, and likable-dislikable. These dimensions 
were rated on an 11 point scale; the ends of the scale 
had a "5" and the midpoint was a "0." Items were recoded 
so a lower number (from one to 11) indicated the negative 
adjective (e.g., dislikable). An overall interaction 
evaluation score was computed by averaging the 17 
impression items. Alpha reliability for the 
postinteraction evaluation scale was .80.
An overall confidence rating was adopted from 
Honeycutt (1990) to assess each subject's confidence in
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his/her rating of the elderly confederate. Subjects 
rated their confidence for each of the 17 dimensions on a 
scale from one to six; one indicated "not confident," six 
indicated "confident." An overall confidence score was 
computed by averaging the 17 confidence items.
Reliability for the confidence scale was high (alpha »
.92).
Statistical Analyses
An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to 
test the effects of contact and gender on the total 
number of elderly prototype attributes while controlling 
for redundancy. In order to examine differences in the 
types of attributes listed and test the hypotheses while 
controlling for testwise error, a multivariate analysis 
of variance (MANOVA) using the Wilks' Lambda criterion 
was conducted to examine gender and contact effects. A 
correlation matrix indicated that the seven categories 
(physical, dispositional, behavioral, situational, 
social, cognitive, and miscellaneous) produced an average 
r = .01, with a range from -.22 to .16. For exploratory 
purposes, the content of the generated prototypes was 
examined by calculating the frequencies of responses 
(Amato, 1991). Ideally, the frequencies could be tested 
using a chi-square analysis.2 However, a chi-square test 
would not be appropriate since the prototype responses 
were not limited by number or by category; a subject
could list as many {total or by category), thus violating 
the independence assumption of the chi-square test 
(Blalock, 1979). However, it was possible to conduct a 
Cochran Q test to determine if the sets of frequencies or 
proportions differ significantly among themselves 
(Siegel, 1956). Because the subjects listed any number 
of responses in any category, the responses were recoded 
to indicate an instance of listing one or more attributes 
in the categories or the absence of any attributes listed 
in the categories. For example, a subject who listed 
seven physical features and a subject who listed one 
physical feature were recoded equally to reflect that 
each had listed at least one attribute in that category.
An ANOVA was used to test the effects of gender and 
contact on the proxemic distance of subjects to the 
confederate. A second MANOVA using the Wilks' Lambda 
criterion was conducted to test the variations of 
hesitation phenomena, frequencies and durations, due to 
gender and contact while controlling for testwise error. 
The correlations for the hesitation dependent variables 
ranged from r = -.03 to .82, with an average r - .24;
A third MANOVA was used to examine differences in 
the postinteraction evaluations. Correlations for the 
interaction evaluation dependent variables ranged from r 
= .01 to .72, with an average r = .20. Similarly, a 
fourth MANOVA was conducted to examine differences in
confidence of evaluation by gender and contact. 
Correlations for the evaluation confidence dependent 
variables ranged from r = .15 to .95, with an average 
r = . 41. The following chapter recounts the results of 
the data analyses as they pertain to the hypotheses and 
research questions posited in chapter two.
Notes to Chapter III
1. Future research may include some of the 
following aspects. The nature of the conversations, such 
as face-to-face or by telephone, could be examined to 
link the type of interaction with the actual amount of 
conversation. A telephone conversation would, of course, 
preclude many of the nonverbal messages afforded by in- 
person contact. A person who interacts primarily with 
elderly via telephone may adopt a different 
conversational distance than a person who interacts with 
elderly face-to-face. The hesitation behaviors may also 
differ without the benefit of visual cues to manage the 
conversation. It may also be helpful to distinguish more 
interpersonal conversations from social/professional 
greetings. Another area to investigate might be the 
differences between groups who interact mainly with 
grandparents and those who interact with non-family 
elderly.
2. Runyon and Habor (1976, pp. 332-333) wrote 
regarding the independence assumption for a chi-square 
test:
Consequently, one may not make several 
observations on the same individual and treat 
each as though it were independent of all the 
other observations. Such an error produces 
what is referred to as an inflated N, that is, 
you are treating the data as though you had a 
greater number of independent observations than 
you actually have. This error is extremely 
serious and may easily lead to the rejection of 
the null hypothesis when it is, in fact, true.
Chapter IV
Results of Gender and Contact Effects on Elderly 
Prototypes and Interaction Behaviors and Outcomes
The purpose of this chapter is to report the results 
of the present investigation. The first section includes 
results pertaining to the hypotheses and research 
question. The second section includes results of the 
analysis of the prototype content generated from the 
initial surveys.
Overview
The present inquiry involved two independent 
variables, contact and gender. The hypotheses and 
research questions reveal predictions and considerations 
regarding these independent variables. Recall from the 
preceding chapter that contact groups were divided by the 
amount of interaction one has with elderly people, and 
tricategorized into high, medium and low contact groups. 
High contact subjects interacted with elderly more than 
five times per week. Medium contact subjects interacted 
with elderly one to five times per week. Low contact 
subjects interacted with elderly less than once or twice 
a month.
Prototypes
Number of Prototype Characteristics. The first 
hypothesis posited that high-contact subjects would 
generate a larger and less redundant prototype for an 
elderly person than lower-contact group subjects. The
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second hypothesis proposed that females would generate a 
larger and less redundant prototype for an elderly 
person than males. Results from the two-way analysis of 
covariance indicated a non-significant effect of contact 
[F(2,117) = 1.811, p = .168], and a significant effect of 
gender [F(l,117) = 4.019, p = .047]. Hypothesis one was 
not supported; However, an examination of the means 
showed that middle-contact subjects generated the largest 
number of prototype attributes when controlling for 
redundancy (M = 8.76 attributes) and the lower-contact 
subjects generated the smallest number of prototype 
attributes (M = 7.04 attributes).
Hypothesis two was supported. Females generated 
more prototyped characterizations (M - 8.58) than males 
(M = 7.05). There was no interaction effect of contact 
by gender, nor an effect for the covariate {redundancy 
coefficient of the prototype).
Prototype Content. The characteristics and 
attributes listed by the subjects on the initial survey 
may shed some light on the content of younger adults' 
perceptions of older adults. Recall from chapter three 
that the present investigation was based on the prototype 
analysis on the work of Cantor, Hischel, and Schwartz 
(1982), with the addition of two categories; the 
categories used to classify subjects' responses were 
physical, dispositional, behavioral, situational, social,
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cognitive, and miscellaneous. Table 2 represents the 
distribution of responses within each category, in any 
given category.
Table 2
Number and Percentage of Responses within Each Category.
Responses
Category K %*
Physical features 131 (13.49)
Dispositional features 435 (44.80)
Behavioral features 180 (18.54)
Situational features 22 ( 2.27)
Social features 45 ( 4.63)
Cognitive features 145 (14.93)
Miscellaneous features _L1 ( 1.34)Total 971 100.00%
Note: (“) denotes percentage of the 971 total responses.
Table 2 illustrates a non-uniform distribution of 
characteristics generated, indicating that categories 
were not weighted equally because subjects could generate 
multiple instances in any category. The large percentage 
of dispositional features (44.80%) indicates that 
subjects more readily recalled or accessed dispositional 
attributes from their social knowledge structures of 
elderly people. The high frequency of dispositional 
attributes may be indicative of the sample's ability to 
identify dispositional characteristics, or perhaps a 
salience of such features.
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Using the frequencies of respondents in each 
category who listed one or more attributes, a Cochran Q 
test was conducted. Results of the Cochran Q test are 
presented in Table 3. The test reveals that the 
frequencies of features listed in the seven categories 
significantly differ from each other.
Table 3
Cochran Q Table for Frequencies of Subjects Listing One 
or More Attributes in Any Given Category.
Cases Cases Percentage of
Category Observed Observed Respondents
n* %b %c
Physical features 46 12.71 37..40
Dispositional features 109 30.11 88..62
Behavioral features 78 21.55 63..41
Situational features 10 2.76 8..13
Social features 32 8.84 26..02
Cognitive features 79 21.82 64..23
Miscellaneous features __a 2^21 6..50Total 362 100.00%
Note: (“) denotes number of subjects listing at least
one attribute for any given category;
(*) denotes percentage of subjects listing at 
least one attribute in individual categories, based on 
362 instances;
(°) denotes percentage of sample (n = 123) listing 
one or more attributes by category.
Cochran Q = 277.98 D. F. = 6 p = .000
The Cochran Q test indicates a significantly non-uniform 
distribution of the types of attributes listed by the 
subjects. The Q test suggests that the subjects
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generated prototypical attributes with varying frequency 
among the categories.
Table 4 represents the most frequently included 
elements generated by the entire sample. The table shows 
each attribute or grouping of attributes reflecting the 
most prevalent responses. The percentages indicate how 
many times a response was listed in that particular 
category. Higher percentages would indicate a more 
consensual instance for that feature in an elderly 
prototype. The totals are the combined percentages of 
the most popular responses within each category; other 
responses were mentioned only once or twice.
Response Percentages of Open-ended Descriptions of a 
Typical Elderly Person.
Table 4






































likes to give advice 2.53
lonely 2.30





talks a lot 10.00
tells good/lots of stories 8.89
























(all responses were single mentions)
The miscellaneous category obviously reflects a lack of 
consensus, as would be expected. The features listed in 
the social and situational categories indicate very
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little consensus. While the dispositional and behavioral 
categories share slightly more consensus than the social 
and situational categories, the physical and cognitive 
categories appear -to have the greatest agreement. 
Implications for these frequencies will be discussed in 
greater detail in the following chapter.
To help illustrate the range of the attributes 
listed by the subjects, below are just some of the 
characteristics that were not represented in Table 4.
For example, in the physical category, the following 
characteristics were also listed: need less sleep, not
dressing fashionably, digests food better, missing teeth, 
and smells funny. Some other characteristics in the 
dispositional category include: appreciates help,
grumpy/crotchety, worried, bored, sad/depressed, mean, 
moody, forgiving, critical, honest/trustworthy, jolly, 
angry, nontrusting and satisfied.
Behavioral attributes also varied widely: eats
sweets, acts helpless, tells jokes, watch 
television, doesn't watch television, eats properly, 
doesn't eat properly, takes medicine, calls all the time, 
guards belongings, repeats themselves.
Subjects' perceptions of situational features 
included the following: travel, frequent visits to the
doctor, goes to drive in restaurants, attends church and 
church functions, goes to grocery store, and fishing.
Social features included some of the following: live as
thought they have no food or money, wanting something for 
free, wanting the most for less, complains about prices, 
needy, need to help others. In addition, a few cognitive 
responses were not listed in table four: sharp as a
tack, alert, attentive, doesn't take time to digest 
information, confused on certain things (such as 
instructions), absent-minded, losing it, and degeneration 
of the mind. Finally, some of the responses that the 
coders could not identify as elements of any of the other 
categories: they look at certain situations in ways I
might not have considered, have a realization of self and 
beliefs, understanding of various stages of human 
development, realize the greatness of creation, narrow 
focus, know how to accept life. The prototype 
generations do indicate quite a bit of variation in most 
of the categories.
Hesitation Phenomena
The second set of hypotheses concerned the 
hesitation variables. A MANOVA using the Wilks' Lambda 
criterion was conducted to test the effects of contact 
and gender on the five hesitation variables ("ah” 
frequency and duration, nnon-ah" frequency, and silent 
pause frequency and duration). There was no multivariate 
significant effect for contact group on the hesitation 
variables [multivariate F(10,226) = 1.21, p » .283,
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Wilks' Lambda = .90]. Therefore, hypothesis three was 
not supported.
On the other hand, there was a significant 
multivariate gender effect on the hesitation variables, 
[multivariate F(5,113) = 2.81, p = .020, Wilks' Lambda = 
.89] which supported hypothesis four. The univariate F- 
ratios indicated gender differences for "ah" frequency 
[univariate F(1,117) = 7.42, p = .007], and for "ah" 
duration [univariate F(1,117) = 7.63, p = .007]. Recall 
that the two "ah" variables were extremely correlated (r 
= .82). So it is not surprising that a gender effect 
would be found for both the frequency and duration of the 
"ah" pauses. The high correlation is expected since "ah" 
duration is a result of the frequency of "ah's" uttered. 
The observed means for the "ah" variables by sex are 
presented below in Table 5.
Table 5
Combined Observed Means for "Ah" Frequency and Duration 
by Sex.
Females Males
"ah" frequency 9.887 13.559
(6.69) (7.26)
"ah" duration 7.648 10.653
(5.12) (5.81)
n = 65 n = 58
Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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Proxemics
Hypothesis five proposed that higher-contact 
subjects would sit closer to an elderly person in an 
interaction. There was no significant evidence to 
support this hypothesis [F(2,117) = .07, p = .935], 
Similarly, in answer to research question one, there was 
no significant gender effect on distance between subjects 
and the confederate [F( 1,117) = .63, p = .429]. The 
average seating distance was 31.90 inches (s.d. = 12.99); 
distances ranged from eight to 78 inches.
Interaction Evaluations
The last statistical analyses were performed to test 
the final hypothesis and research question regarding 
interaction evaluations. The measure used to assess 
interaction evaluations was analyzed in a MANOVA with the 
17 attributional dimensions as the dependent measures. 
Results for the MANOVA using contact group as the 
independent variable were not significant [multivariate 
F(34,202) = .90, p = .624, Wilks# Lambda = .75].
Likewise, there was no multivariate effect of gender 
on the interaction evaluations [multivariate F(17,101) = 
1.46, p = .126, Wilks' Lambda = .80]. However, there was 
a dramatic univariate effect of gender on the physically 
attractive-physically unattractive dimension [univariate 
F(1,117) = 13.318, p = .000]. On the attractiveness 
dimension, females rated the confederate more favorably
96
(M = 8 .031) than males (M = 6.052) on a recoded scale 
from one to eleven.
A multivariate analysis of variance was conducted to 
test contact and gender effects on the subjects' 
confidence of the interaction evaluations. The contact 
effect was not significant [multivariate F(34,202) = .78, 
p = .799, Wilks' Lambda = .78]. The gender effect was 
also insignificant [multivariate F(17,101) = l.oo, p = 
.463, Wilks' Lambda = .86].
The next and final chapter is a discussion of the 
findings reported in the present chapter. The findings 
will be discussed specifically as they pertain to the 
hypotheses and research questions. An overall discussion 
will be presented with general conclusions. Also in the 
next chapter, limitations of the present study and 
implications for future research will be addressed.
Chapter V
Conclusions Concerning Gender and Contact in 
Elderly Prototypes, Interaction Behaviors and Outcomes
The purpose of this dissertation was to examine the
relationships of gender and contact to perceptions of the
elderly, hesitation and proxemic behaviors, and
interaction evaluations. The purpose of chapter five is
to discuss and interpret the results of the present
investigation. First, results will be discussed
regarding the hypotheses and research questions posed in
chapter two. The second portion of this chapter will
address the limitations of the study. The third section
will discuss theoretical implications and suggestions for
future research, as well as provide general conclusions
about cross-generational communication.
Hypotheses and Research Questions
Researchers have studied the amount of interaction
one has with elderly people as a dependent variable
(Reiss, 1962; Simons, 1983-84; Sherman, 1975; Stueve &
O'Donnell, 1989). The present investigation sought to
expand the research area of intergenerational
communication by using contact time as an independent
variable. Gender has been studied as both independent
and dependent variables in behavioral research (Burgoon,
Buller, & Woodall, 1989; Hall, 1974; Hosman, 1989; Moore
& Lowe, 1968) and prominently in kinkeeping studies
(Bahr, 1976; Hoffman, 1979-80; Reiss, 1962; Roberts,
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Richards, & Bengston, 1991; Rosenthal, 1985; Stueve & 
O'Donnell, 1989). For the present inquiry, the effects 
of gender and contact were tested on age-related 
attitudes and behaviors. The first two hypotheses 
presented in this study predicted that amount of contact 
with elderly and gender would influence the size and 
redundancy of a generated elderly prototype.
Specifically, it was hypothesized that high contact 
subjects would generate a more complex and less redundant 
prototype than lower contact groups, and that females 
would generate a larger prototype than males.
Results from the present investigation indicated a 
significant gender effect; hypothesis two was supported. 
Females generated more complex and less redundant 
prototypes. This finding can be explained in terms of 
the research in the family/kinkeeping area especially. 
Since women are delegated the role of kinkeeper in most 
families (Reiss, 1962; Rosenthal, 1985), and seemingly 
accept the prescribed role, females have a higher 
likelihood of having intergenerational experiences. They 
may keep the kinkeeper role for a long time, sometimes 
until death or the inability to perform the role. 
Rosenthal (1985) found that the median length of 
kinkeeper tenure was 20 years, with one-fourth of the 
kinkeepers having been active for 30 to 75 years.
Younger kinkeepers (40 to 50 years old) responded that
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they had been fulfilling the role for a median length of 
17 years. According to Rosenthal, "in a sense, then, 
kinkeeping is more than a job, it is often a career" (p. 
969). The tenure of a kinkeeper, however fraught with 
responsibilities and, ofttimes, guilt, also provides 
continuity for interaction among extended family members.
The interaction experiences of women may differ in 
quantity from men's, but research has clearly indicated 
that the type of interaction is quite different 
(Bengston, Olander, & Haddad, 1976; Reiss, 1962;
Rosenthal, 1985). Goldscheider (1990) and Stueve and 
O'Donnell (1989) pointed to the care-giving context in 
which much of females' cross-generational interaction 
occurs. Henley and Kramarae (1991) discussed power and 
cross-sex miscommunication in light of gender-polarized 
conditions that give different interpretations and 
evaluations of men's and women's language usage. There 
may be an underlying power dimension related to the 
assignment or taking on of a care-giver role.
One conclusion that may be drawn from the present 
study is that women tend to generate more specific 
characteristics about elderly people. However, there may 
be other factors that influence females' elderly 
prototypes. For example, Rosenthal (1985) discussed 
women's role in kinkeeping in regard to a female's 
leadership "in the expressive domain and concerned with
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group maintenance and integration" (p. 966). The outward 
manifestations of the kinkeeper role (maintaining 
communication between family members, organizing family 
events, etc) may reflect a woman's interpersonal needs, 
such as those for inclusion or control, or a woman's 
tendency to be more affiliative than a man (Knapp & 
Vangelisti, 1991). In other words, a woman may endure 
the obligations and operations of the kinkeeper role in 
order to fulfill her own interpersonal needs.
A final consideration of the significant gender 
effect is a question of appropriateness or accuracy of 
the prototype. A more complex, less redundant prototype 
on the part of the female subjects does indicate how 
close the prototype is to an "average" elderly person.
In essence, the females' prototypes could be less 
accurate, or even more negative than males' prototypes, 
sacrificing quality for quantity.
Given the consensual nature of many person 
prototypes (Cantor, Mischel, & Schwartz, 1982; Rosch, 
1978), it could be expected that an individual's 
prototype of an elderly person may be based on 
stereotypical inferences rather than observations of 
prototypical instances. Such inferences may sustain 
prototype elements that are predominantly negative, or do 
not reflect the attitudes, abilities, and behaviors of 
the older generation. For example, a person may include
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in his/her prototype that elderly are institutionalized. 
According to Nussbaum (1989) and Pearson (1989), only 
approximately five percent of elderly persons are 
institutionalized in nursing homes. The remainder of the 
elderly population resides with families or in retirement 
communities, or manages their own homes.
Why are such misconceptions perpetuated? Cognitive 
research would suggest that misconceptions will continue 
until prototype-inconsistent information is experienced 
(Jackson & Sullivan, 1988). For example, the research of 
Webb, Delaney, and Young (1989) concluded that young 
adults tend to base their judgements of older adults on 
salient factors like income and perceived attitudinal 
agreement, not intrinsically on age. Levin and Levin 
(1981) discussed the ability of socioeconomic status to 
transcend the lone effect of age on a younger person's 
willingness to interact with older people. These various 
social, economic and relational elements may sway an 
individual to perpetuate less than accurate elderly 
prototypes. By the same token, the influence of social, 
economic and relational elements may contradict a younger 
person's knowledge structure, thus making the prototype 
more parallel to an elder's behaviors and attitudes. The 
present study did not venture to measure and evaluate all 
the social and relational components that factor into 
formation of a prototype, but rather strove to measure
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the complexity and redundancy of already existing elderly 
prototypes. The finding of gender differences in 
complexity and redundancy of prototypes is, in itself, 
interesting to the extent that women appear to access 
more prototypical characteristics. However, the bases of 
the prototypes may also differ in relation to gender 
because of familial and other social experiences. This 
would be an area to investigate in the future.
The insignificance of contact time with regard to 
prototypes appears contradictory to some of the prototype 
research that suggests stages between (repeated) 
interaction when prototype evaluation and reorganization 
occurs (Andersen, 1993; Taylor & Crocker, 1981). As one 
interacts with people or groups of people, the experience 
is evaluated in terms of consistency or inconsistency 
with an extant prototype. If the information fits with 
the prototype, or the information elements resemble the 
prototypicality of related elements, or if the new 
stimulus contradicts an existing prototype, an individual 
will conform his or her prototype to account for the new 
knowledge.
It was expected that higher levels of contact would 
afford greater opportunity for interactional experience. 
Following interaction, higher contacts would have 
occasion to make any alterations to their existing 
prototypes. Given these experiences, it was further
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expected that higher contact individuals would have a 
greater repertoire from which to generate prototypical 
characteristics. The insignificant contact effect would 
also seem contrary to the notion that frequency of 
contact with elderly has been associated with strong 
relational bonds between generations (Downs, 1989) and 
has been shown to directly influence younger adults' 
perceptions of the aged and their attitudes toward the 
aged (Hickey, Hickey, & Kalish, 1968). More exposure to 
elderly interaction partners was expected to reflect the 
subjects' perceptions and attitudes by means of the 
prototype generation measure.
Low contact individuals may build their elderly 
prototypes by other means of social knowledge. Wellman 
(1992) discussed the socialization effects of portrayals 
of elderly on television in regard to modeling theory and 
social expectations theory. She noted research that 
indicates that aged individuals in television programming 
and commercials are shown in disproportionately low 
numbers, and typically in supporting roles rather than 
central roles. Wellman pointed to examples that either 
portray the elderly as infirm, mentally and physically 
disabled, and asexual, or they show the elderly as 
vibrant, intellectual, sexual beings. Wellman postulated 
that these extremes, and a lack of adequate portrayals of
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normative elderly behavior, should be addressed by media 
programmers and producers.
Atkin (1976) found that only five percent of 
television characters were judged to be elderly, compared 
with the 12 percent (and growing) of the American 
population. Davis and Westbrook (1985) stated that 39.7 
percent of their subjects found the depiction of the aged 
in commercials to be stereotypical. Passuth and Cook 
(1985) found that "the effect of television viewing on 
knowledge and attitudes about older people is small, 
restricted to younger people, and questionably robust 
across measures of viewing and attitudes" (p. 69). These 
percentages indicate the lack of credible and serious, 
older characters on television. On the other hand, news 
celebrities, such as Hugh Downs, Barbara Walters, and 
David Brinkley, may provide some counterpoint to the few, 
comedic older characters.
A prototype approach might suggest that the personas 
of Downs, Walters, and Brinkley are not enough to 
profoundly form or alter an elderly prototype, especially 
for low contact individuals. In other words, their 
fairly limited presence on television may be insufficient 
to project schema-inconsistent information. The nature 
of news on television does not afford a viewer much 
social or interpersonal knowledge of the anchor person 
except, perhaps, during interaction with other anchors.
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To the contrary, a character in a drama or comedy becomes 
known to the viewer by character development within the 
story. Such character development may be illustrated by 
the conversations the character has, the behaviors in 
which he/she engages, or by showing the character's 
residence and work place. In essence, the small number 
of elderly news personalities cannot "compete" with the 
comedic portrayals of elderly in providing information 
relevant to elderly prototypes.
The types of attributes listed by the subjects 
appear to vary substantially. The frequencies of 
generated characteristics showed an overwhelming tendency 
for the subjects to recall dispositional features about 
elderly people. The non-parametric Cochran Q test 
indicated differences in frequencies of attributes. The 
large number of responses in the cognitive category, too, 
is enlightening. Recall from Table 4 that four features 
were given to account for 74.48 percent of all responses 
in the cognitive category. It can be inferred that the 
younger adults retain mental and cognitive features in a 
prominent "position" within their schemata/prototypes. 
Comparing the density of the cognitive category with that 
of the dispositional category (11 attributes accounting 
for 37.94 percent of all dispositional features listed), 
there appears to be much more variation and less density 
or consensus in the dispositional responses. This
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finding may be an indication of overall agreement for 
responses; cognitive features are mentioned more often 
and with a higher degree of consensus than features in 
other categories.
The high frequency and apparent consensus of 
cognitive features may be interpreted in light of Rubin 
and Brown's (1975) findings that young adults assume 
elderly adults (and children) are less cognitively able 
than young- and middle-aged adults. The findings in this 
dissertation may be an indication of a younger adult's 
fear or concern of decreased mental ability as one ages. 
The prevalence of cognitive features within the prototype 
points to its saliency for the subjects, and the great 
extent to which cognitive attributes were accessed in the 
prototype generation measure.
The second set of hypotheses predicted that high 
contact individuals and females would exhibit fewer 
hesitations in interage interaction than lower contact 
groups and males (respectively). The significant gender 
effect on the dependent hesitation variables suggests 
that females were more fluent in their interactions with 
the elderly confederate. Berger, Karol, and Jordan
(1989) posited that when people have time to think about 
familiar issues, they may access numerous arguments 
regarding the issue. The variation of arguments, thus, 
makes more difficult the task of decision about which
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argument to utter and any given time. Berger et al. 
suggested that the failure of highly complex planners to 
exhibit increased verbal fluency under normal access 
conditions may be due to the length of the interaction in 
their study. Their interactions lasted five minutes, 
giving the possibility that persons with relatively few 
arguments were able to sustain fluency having faced 
resistance from the partners (by means of questioning).
In another investigation, Berger and Jordan (1992) 
found that pausal phenomena were related to the 
difficulty of generating plans for goals. When relevant 
event knowledge is insufficient, individuals will search 
other knowledge structures to formulate plans. Berger 
and Jordan found that verbal fluency decreased when the 
subjects lacked relevant event knowledge. The gender 
effect found in the present study may be interpreted in 
light of Berger and Jordan's (1992) findings. In this 
regard, women may have exhibited increased verbal fluency 
due, in part, to their relevant knowledge structures of 
the elderly (as evidenced by the prototype findings).
The univariate analyses indicated significant 
differences for "ah" frequency and "ah" duration. "Ah" 
pauses, with other hesitation phenomena, have been shown 
to reflect cognitive processing (Butterworth, 1980), 
lexical selection (Goldman-Eisler, 1968), affective-state 
variables and predispositional and situational anxiety
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(Rochester, 1973). The multivariate and univariate
effects would appear to partially contradict the research
on powerless speech. Hosman (1989) found that more women
exhibit hesitant speech patterns. However, Hosman argued
that hesitations and hedges were indicative of
uncertainty. Females' increased communication within
extended familial contexts may account for more fluent
speech, since fluency has been shown to be related to
planning. Berger and Jordan (1991) stated that:
actions based upon generalized experience must 
be tailored to the current circumstances to a 
greater extent than [communicative] actions 
that flow from a vivid prior episode; 
consequently, these differential modification 
processes would be reflected in the [verbal] 
fluidity with which goal-directed action is 
ultimately deployed (p. 146).
Thus, the ability to plan, through the use of generalized
prototypes, may increase verbal fluency.
The finding of no significant differences for "non- 
ah" frequency due to gender might suggest that anxiety 
levels were similar among the male and female subjects 
since "non-ah" pauses have been shown to reveal anxiety 
(Mahl, 1956; Ragsdale, 1976; Rochester, 1973). Although 
the findings for the silent pause frequency and duration 
were not significant, the combined observed means 
indicated that females had more silent pauses than males: 
silent pause frequency for females (M = 8.65) and males 
(H « 5.70); silent pause duration for females (M = 8.03) 
and males (M = 7.46). The higher level of silent pause
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phenomena in females may suggest future analysis of 
gender effects on individual hesitation behaviors. More 
specifically, it may be postulated that the effect of 
gender on silent pause phenomena may be a sign of 
planning (Berger & Jordan, 1992) for intergenerational 
interaction. For example, women may differ from men in 
their message planning during interage communication. It 
would be helpful to uncover the reasons for the planning 
pauses as well. For instance, an individual may exhibit 
greater silent pauses due to unfamiliarity with a topic, 
or due to a perceived lack of mental capability in an 
older conversational partner (Giles, N. Coupland, J. 
Coupland, Williams, & Nussbaum, 1992; Gudykunst, 1994).
The third area of investigation in the present study 
proposed an hypothesis predicting that higher contact 
individuals would adopt a closer conversational distance 
to an elderly interaction partner than lower contact 
individuals. A research question likewise addressed 
proxemic differences between males and females. There 
was no significant evidence to support the hypothesis or 
indicate any gender difference. In terms of the contact 
groups, distancing expectations of an interview 
situation, social norms, and idiosyncratic spacing 
patterns on the part of the subjects may have been 
operating to a greater extent (Burgoon & Jones, 1976) 
than familiarity and comfort in interage communication
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experiences. The confederate's role of interviewer may 
have influenced the subjects' distancing behaviors. Had 
the confederate and subjects been simply dyad partners 
instead of interviewer and interviewee, the subjects may 
have adopted varying distances. Perhaps the subjects' 
perceptions of the interviewee role presented limitations 
or norms that would not apply to an open conversation.
Gender differences were also expected in the cross- 
generational situation with regard to proxemic distance. 
Burgoon, Buller, and Woodall (1989) found that female 
dyad partners tend to sit closer to each other than male 
dyad partners, and that males tend to approach females 
more closely. Burgoon and Jones (1976) and Burgoon 
(1978) examined the outcomes of expectancy violations. 
Expectancies, in terms of personal space, were defined as 
functions of social norms and the known idiosyncracies of 
the communicators. Violations of expectancies were 
defined as any recognizable deviation from the social 
norms. In essence, the expectancy violation model 
suggested that violations by rewarding communicators 
created more positive interaction outcomes than 
violations by punishing communicators.
The null findings for proxemic differences may be a 
reflection of the subjects' expectancies for a fellow 
student as an interaction partner. The fellow student 
expectancy may have overridden their perceptions of the
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confederate as only an elder. The subjects may have 
perceived the confederate as a rewarding communicator by 
the fact that her seeking their advice affirmed their 
knowledge of the university and its policies. The 
confederate also provided verbal and nonverbal feedback 
that communicated understanding of the subjects' 
responses. For example, a subject would explain the 
registration process. The confederate would reply, "Oh 
really? I didn't know that." Such responses may have 
been connoted as affirming, and therefore, rewarding. 
Certainly, the confederate was not in a punishing 
communicator role since she merely asked questions.
There may have been an interaction of age and sex of 
the confederate that confounded the sensitivity to the 
gender effect of the subjects. Burgoon and Walther
(1990) found that attractiveness is an influence on 
nonverbal expectancies and evaluations. Likewise, 
Banziger and Simmons (1984) found that interpersonal 
space may be influenced by the attractiveness of the 
female confederate. They postulated that spatial 
invasion increases a person's arousal; however, the 
nature of the arousal was found to be positive or 
negative depending on the attractiveness of the 
confederate. In the present study, the male subjects 
rated the confederate less physically attractive than the 
female subjects on the postinteraction survey. This is
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not surprising given the emphasis on youth and female 
beauty in American culture (Leathers, 1986). Hickson and 
Stacks (1989) noted that "physical attractiveness 
influences our perceptions of social interaction and how 
we structure that interaction" (p. 91). It was 
surprising, however, that the males' attractiveness 
rating of the confederate did not have a significant 
impact on their distancing behavior, as compared to the 
females.
The final analyses in the present investigation 
considered the effects of contact and gender on 
interaction evaluations and confidences in the 
evaluations. There was no evidence to support 
hypothesis six and research question two; that is., there 
were no differences in evaluations or confidences due to 
amount of contact or gender. Wilmot (1987) pointed to 
the difficulty of interaction evaluation due to the 
symbiotic nature of communication and communicators.
Recall Levin and Levin's (1981) research on willingness 
to interact with an older person. They found other 
factors, such as socioeconomic status, to be mitigating 
influences on college students' willingness to interact 
in a conversational setting. Younger people's 
unwillingness to interact with elderly was also addressed 
by Daum (1982), J. Coupland, Nussbaum, and N. Coupland
(1991), and Tamir (1979, 1984). J. Coupland et al.
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emphasized the important role of communication in the 
assessment of attitudes and ageism, a role often 
neglected in the aging literature. Therefore, it was 
expected that the assessments of the interactions would 
vary due to the levels of prior interage communication 
experiences.
In a similar vein, it was expected that females and 
males would differ in their evaluations of the 
interaction. Although a significant multivariate 
difference was not found, a univariate difference 
indicated a difference for the physically attractive 
dimension as previously mentioned. In light of Banziger 
and Simmons' (1984) study on effects of confederate 
attractiveness, the attractiveness finding in the present 
study is not surprising. Hickson and Stacks (1989) 
reported the significance of physical attractiveness on 
evaluations of one's credibility and general 
attractiveness, such as sociability, ability to work with 
others, stigma, etc. These dimensions of general 
attractiveness were tapped in the 17 item postinteraction 
survey. Hilton and Darley (1982) accounted for their 
insignificant findings by noting two possibilities.
Either the dimensions used by their judges (to rate 
targets) were the wrong dimensions, or the dimensions 
were not sensitive enough to detect differences. Another 
type of scale, perhaps in addition to, or in replacement
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of, the scale used by Ickes, Patterson, Rajecki, and 
Tanford (1982) and Honeycutt (1990), would better assess 
a younger adult's evaluation of an interage interaction. 
The examination of communication satisfaction and 
communication competence may be helpful in understanding 
cross-generational communication. Fisher (1987) stated 
that "people who are competent in interpersonal 
communication derive satisfaction from their 
interpersonal relationships" (p. 373). The symbiotic 
relationship of competence and satisfaction may be a 
determinant in interage communication evaluations.
There were no significant findings of contact or 
gender effects on the confidences of the evaluations of 
the interaction with the elderly confederate. This is 
not altogether surprising given the lack of significant 
results on the evaluations themselves. The insignificant 
finding of evaluation confidence is similar to 
Honeycutt's (1990) findings that preinteraction 
expectancies did not significantly influence confidence 
ratings.
Limitations of the Present Study
The following section will discuss limitations of 
the dissertation in regard to the sample, the measures 
used, and the effect of the confederate, as well as 
possibilities to ameliorate the deficiencies. Because a 
convenience sample of college students was used, it may
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be difficult to generalize the findings to a general 
young adult population. The age range of the subjects 
(18 to 57) was quite large and may have had some effect 
in that the older subjects may have had many more 
intergenerational experiences from which to form 
perceptions and alter interaction behaviors and outcomes. 
To examine the relationship between age and the responses 
of the prototype generation measure, correlations were 
used. The correlations ranged from -.17 to .27, with an 
average r = .05. The correlations revealed no 
significant relationship between age of subject and the 
number of attributes listed in the prototype.
The measurement of amount of elderly contact may 
have been a component in the failure to find any 
significant differences in all the dependent variables 
due to contact. It was hoped that the choices on the 
initial survey would give adequate discrepancy in amount 
of interaction (see Appendix A). Another explanation 
might be the subjects' connotation of the question, "How 
often do you talk with any elderly person(s) (65 years 
and older)?" When asked in what context(s) they interact 
with elderly, many respondents indicated they talked with 
them in relation to their jobs. Many of the subjects' 
jobs are within service industries, such as restaurants, 
hair salons, grocery stores, etc. The amount and type of 
"talk" in a check-out line may not have the same affects
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on prototypes and interage interactions as do longer, 
more interpersonal conversations. Another possibility to 
examine elderly prototypes may be to have the subjects 
think about the closest elder they know (which may or may 
not be a grandparent). This may help uncover differences 
between the subjects' self relationship and an abstract 
other relationship.
A question on the initial survey asked the 
respondents to indicate the number of living 
grandparents. It was indicated in an earlier section of 
this chapter that the present investigation was concerned 
with complexity and redundancy of prototypes, and not 
directly with the bases for the prototypes. The number 
of grandparents may be an integral part of the formation 
of one's elderly prototype; however, the number of 
grandparents was not germane to the present study. That 
survey item, in conjunction with the word "any" 
underlined in the contact question, may have influenced 
the respondent to think of elderly well beyond familial 
contexts— elderly they merely greet. The grandparent 
question should have been placed elsewhere in the survey.
The contact question could have been stated in 
alternative ways. For example, "How often do you have 
conversations with elderly people?" "How often do you 
interact with elderly people?" It was apparent from the 
responses that a greater number of subjects (n = 45, 37%
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of the entire sample) had interactions with elderly more 
than five times per week. The measure may have failed to
detect differences due to even greater levels of contact
(e.g., more than ten times per week).
Another limitation of the present study was the
coding of the hesitation variables. Although a gender 
multivariate effect was found, the univariate tests 
indicated differences for the "ah" variables only. The 
author thoroughly instructed the student coders, verbally 
and through videotaped interview examples. The 
reliabilities for intercoder agreement were adequate or 
above. However, the fact that human beings were coding 
the behaviors certainly had an effect. Some researchers 
have used coders to classify and quantify hesitation 
phenomena (Martin, 1970; Ragsdale & Silvia, 1982;
Ragsdale fit Sisterhen, 1984; Siegman fit Pope, 1965). Other 
studies have used mechanical instruments to measure 
hesitations. Beattie (1980), Goldman-Eisler (1968) and 
Henderson, Goldman-Eisler, and Skarbek (1966) utilized an 
Ediswan pen oscillograph, and pause or signal detector.
Coder drift may have also biased the coding of the 
hesitation variables. The NONVERB 1.2 program 
(Honeycutt, 1987) codes one behavior at a time; it is not 
feasible that a coder could judge simultaneous behaviors. 
Therefore, the coders had to code the same interview 
three different times. The length of the interview (five
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minutes) and listening to an interaction three times 
(albeit for different phenomenon) was tiring for the 
coders. The author encouraged the coders to take many 
breaks in the coding sessions.
Yarrow and Waxier (1979) discussed the integral role 
of coders in observational research and noted that good 
observers should be constant and able to carry the 
observing loads. They wrote, "good observers are not 
simply instruments for the investigator but extensions of 
the investigator. Therefore, their essential level of 
skill goes far beyond obtaining statistical agreement"
(p. 62). Specifically, Yarrow and Waxier suggested that 
coders have the ability to sustain attention without 
early habituation. In other words, the repetition of a 
subject's behaviors (or cessation of a behavior) should 
be detected with equal discrimination. The hesitation 
variables obviously took the longest time to code, so 
coder drift was most likely a factor in some coding 
inconsistencies.
One final factor that may have unduly influenced the 
findings was the elderly confederate. In a previous 
section of this chapter, the relationship between sex, 
attractiveness, and perceptions was discussed. For 
example, much of the proxemic literature regarding gender 
discusses differences in same-sex dyads or mixed-sex 
dyads in interpersonal contexts. The fact that one
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female confederate was used, creating same-sex and mixed- 
sex interage dyads, may have swayed behaviors and 
outcomes of the interview. The lack of significant 
findings for proxemics and interaction evaluations may 
have been a result of unmatched dyads. Stronger gender 
differences may have been detected with all same-sex 
dyads, utilizing both a male and a female confederate.
It could be argued that the significant findings of the 
present research may not be as generalizable to 
communication with elderly males. However, future 
research may address the effect of confederate sex in 
such intergenerational interaction.
Recall from chapter three the training of the elder 
confederate. She was instructed to interact as little as 
possible beyond the structure of the questions used in 
the interview. At the end of the first day of 
interviews, the videotape revealed that the confederate 
interjected somewhat minimally. However, many of the 
comments she made were of a self-deprecating manner. For 
example, when a subject discussed the use of computerized 
registration procedures for the school, or the 
computerized searches available in the library, the 
confederate responded negatively. She would say things 
such as, "Oh gosh, I'm not used to computers. Will it be 
hard to learn? They scare me," or "The library's so big, 
it's intimidating."
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She was not instructed to portray herself as 
incapable of any activities or procedures addressed by 
the interview questions. To the contrary, she is very 
capable with computers and uses one daily in her job. It 
became apparent after the first day of the experiment, 
with 25 subjects having been interviewed, that it would 
be best to not bring it to her attention. By not 
correcting her, it was hoped that her role in the 
interactions would remain as consistent as possible. 
Implications for Future Research and General Conclusions
J. Coupland, Nussbaum, and N. Coupland (1991) have 
noted that much of the research on aging and attitudes of 
aging has been related to clinical contexts such as 
health and medical settings, as well as elderly 
institutions/nursing homes. It was noted earlier that 
only five percent of elderly people in America live in 
nursing homes (Nussbaum, 1989; Pearson, 1989); the 
remainder live with families or in established 
communities for the elderly. While there are 
misperceptions about the number of institutionalized 
elderly (Pearson, 1989), the fact remains that there are 
numerous elderly people who live independently or with 
family members, and will interact with age-disparate 
groups.
One assumption of the present investigation was that 
the elderly confederate represented a normal, healthy
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elderly individual. Normal and healthy elderly were 
operationalized as non-institutionalized individuals with 
adequate sensory, physical, and mental capabilities 
necessary to communicate with others. Thus, any findings 
from this study may not be generalizable to interage 
interactions where the elderly partner has medical and/or 
mental decrements. In other words, the physical and 
mental health of an interaction partner may significantly 
affect a person's behavior toward and evaluation of the 
elder target.
Longitudinal studies may provide more accurate 
assessments of attitudes and actions. Nussbaum (1983, 
1989) and J. Coupland, Nussbaum, and N. Coupland (1991) 
have suggested the use of a life-span perspective for 
research in attitudes about aging. In this regard, 
longitudinal studies that follow a young adult into 
middle age and old age would illuminate the changes in 
one's perceptions of elderly as well as the aging process 
itself. Such longitudinal studies would also better 
appraise the processes and reasons for change in 
attitudes.
On the other hand, cross-sectional designs such as 
the present investigation, tend to isolate or punctuate 
perceptions and relationships from the complex processes 
involved. Duck (1990) discussed the difficulty of 
theorizing or conceptualizing processes in relationships.
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He noted that some relational models investigate stages, 
without looking at the processes that moved the 
relationship from one stage to another. Duck noted that 
"humans find it easier to look for change-points than 
change itself in their relationships" (p. 18). The same 
may be said for one's relational and social knowledge 
structures. What processes take place to modify one's 
conceptions of a group of people and one's behaviors in 
interaction with members of that group? Duck contended 
the need for development in the area of social and 
personal relationships to "focus on the ways in which 
talk itself serves to mediate, energize and embody some 
of the operations which we have learned more about in 
this last decade" (p. 23). This would include using 
"time" as a factor, to take a "process view" of 
relational matters.
Cohen, Bearison, and Muller (1987), Nussbaum (1983), 
and Sherman (1975) have emphasized the benefits to the 
elderly of age-integrated housing. It could be argued 
that there are benefits to the younger communicators who 
interact with elderly in age-integrated contexts. What 
needs of the younger generation are being fulfilled by 
regular, daily cross-generational interaction? Do 
younger adults find intergenerational communication 
satisfying? Simons (1983-84) and Sherman (1975) 
indicated that the social and affiliative needs of the
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elderly were, in part, being met by interaction with 
younger individuals. What has been investigated in 
regard to benefits to older populations may well be 
useful for investigating the benefits of interage 
communication for younger populations.
Another implication for future research is premised 
by the vast demographic changes occurring in the United 
States. It may seem obvious that every individual 
biologically has either living or deceased grandparents. 
However, it may not be so apparent that a growing number 
of elderly are not parents or grandparents. Recall that 
Zedlewski, Barnes, Burt, McBride, and Meyer (1990) have 
predicted an 18.5 percent increase in elderly who are 
childless (due to not having children or the death of 
children), and a 250 percent increase in elderly who live 
alone. One interpretation of these predictions is that 
young Americans will be interacting much more with non- 
familial elderly. If these predictions become reality, 
what are the implications for the quality of interage 
communication? How might these demographic changes 
affect perceptions of and behaviors with elderly, both in 
and out of kin relationships? Again, the use of 
longitudinal research would be most appropriate to gauge 
these affects over time.
A final suggestion for future research would be the 
increase of studies in natural settings. Parke (1979)
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noted that the physical setting of any social interaction 
under study can vary along a naturalness continuum. At 
one end of the continuum is the naturalistic environment. 
Parke also suggested that natural observations are 
usually employed in the beginning stages of theory 
development and may provide the premise for creating 
hypotheses to be tested more rigorously in an 
experimental design. However, Siliars (1991) cautioned 
that naturalistic observations tend to limit the range of 
contexts to be observed without intervention. These 
limitations are typically dictated by norms of public 
decorum and privacy. Sillars also pointed to the many 
benefits of naturalistic observation, such as a subjects 
quicker habituation to the researcher. For example, the 
variables under consideration in the present study may be 
able to be measured reliably in settings such as homes, 
shopping malls, street corners, etc. Sillars wrote,
"in naturalistic observations the main business at hand 
is to shop, play, prepare meals, negotiate a divorce, and 
so forth. The fact that these events have a structure 
apart from the researcher diminishes the effect of the 
researcher's presence" (p. 201). Natural observations 
may also provide a greater variety of interactants: 
elderly communicators with younger family members, 
younger neighbors, younger acquaintances, etc. A variety
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of interactants may increase a study's generalizability 
to varying populations.
The purpose of the present dissertation was to 
examine some of the perceptions of elderly, as indicated 
by generated prototypes, and nonverbal behaviors and 
outcomes of cross-generational interaction. The lack of 
evidence for contact effects indicates a need to refine a 
measure to clearly identify different levels of contact 
with elderly individuals. The gender effects found in 
this study indicate that men and women perceive and 
interact with elderly differently. From the present 
investigation, it can be concluded that gender effects 
are more likely to influence the prototype formation than 
level of intergenerational contact; the findings 
supported the hypothesis that females would generate a 
more complex and less redundant prototype. It can also 
be concluded that gender is more likely to affect 
hesitation behaviors during an interage interaction than 
level of contact; there was support for the hypothesis 
that females would have fewer hesitations during the 
interage interview.
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Appendix A
Initial Survey
For researcher use only:
Code No.: _____
He are conducting a survey about communication likes and 
dislikes, and interactions that you have. In the 
following items, we ask you about communication with 
family, acquaintances, and strangers. After filling out 
this survey, we would like to do a follow-up five minute 
interview between you and another student, designed to 
give us more information about communication. Your 
participation in this survey and the follow-up interview 
is strictly voluntary. Thus we need your name, and phone 
number(s) so we can contact you and arrange a time to do 
the follow-up.
Your responses are confidential. No one but the 
researcher will ever see your specific responses.
However, summary data will be used to create profiles of 
respondents based on the answers. Thank vou for your 
participation in this project.




Phone number(s):__(_____)____  Best time to
call: ______________________
(_____)________________  Best time to
call: ______________________
1. How many living grandparents do you have? _____
2. How often to you talk with any elderly person(s) 
(65 years and older)?
Please check your response.______  never
  1 - 2  times per year
  4 - 6  times per year
  1 - 2  times per month
  1 - 2  times per week
  3 - 5  times per week
______  more than 5 times per week
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4. Do you communicate with any elderly individual(s) 
in-person/face-to-face? If so, in what context(s) or 
situation(s)?
5. Do you communicate with any elderly individual(s) by 
phone? If so, in what context(s) or situation(s)?
6. Please list the characteristics and attributes of a 
typical elderly person. List as many as you can 
think of. Please use the back if you need more 
space to write.
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6. On what do you base your opinion of the typical 
elderly person? Please rate, in order of importance, 
starting with a number one (1) for the most important 
source of information you use to form your opinion. An 




























in if .RleflSe,, f ill necessary__
7. In an average two month time period, how many times 
do you talk with an elderly individual? _____
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For the following items, please use the scale below to rate 
your level of agreement with each statement. Circle the 
corresponding number following each statement.
1 = Strongly agree
2 = Moderately agree
3 = Agree somewhat
4 = Unsure
5 = Disagree somewhat
6 = Moderately disagree
7 = Strongly disagree
8. On average, the communication between older people 
and myself is satisfying.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
9. On average, the communication between older people 
and myself is not helpful.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
10. On average, the communication between older people 
and myself is difficult.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
11. On average, the communication between older people 
and myself is effective.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
12. On average, the communication between older people 
and myself is informative.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
13. On average, the communication between older people 
and myself strengthens the relationships I have with elders.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
14. On average, the communication between older people 
and myself is frustrating.




1. What can a new student at SLU expect in terms of 
registration procedures?
2. What should a new student know about parking?
3. What should a new student know about books?
4. What should a new student know about advising?
5. What should a new student know about the library?
6. Where should a new student find information about 
degrees offered and courses offered?
7. What should a new student know about extra­
curricular activities?
8. What should a new student know about class size?
9. What should a new student know about dropping and
repeating courses?
10. What should a new student know about the health 
services offered on campus?
11. What should a new student know about changing majors?





Thank you for your participation in the study of 
communication attitudes. To comply with federal 
regulations on protection of participants in regard to 
data collection, we need your signed consent to 
participate in the project.
We would like to evaluate communication likes and 
dislikes. To accomplish our goal, we will conduct 
interviews, which will be recorded on videotape so we 
will not lose any of your responses. Your written 
thoughts, as recorded on the previous survey, and the 
survey to follow the interview, will also be part of 
our data. Your confidentiality will be preserved, 
however. No data will be reported in a way that it can 
be identified with you personally, assuring your 
anonymity. Data from taped conversations will be 
reported in writing. Data from the videotapes and 
surveys will be presented statistically. All taped 
materials will be securely held by the researcher.
If we would like to use edited videotape segments to 
share at some time (i.e. future research, class room 
teaching), we will ask your specific written 
permission. Finally, you are free to ask questions 
about these procedures at any time and are also free to 
withdraw consent and withdraw participation at any 
time. If you have any questions, please contact Lynn 
Wellman, Department of Communication and Theatre, SLU.
Once again, thank you for your participation.
I have read the above statement and I consent to 







For researcher use only:
Code No.: ______
On the basis of your interaction experience you just had, 
please rate the other person on the following trait scales 
by circling the number that you consider most appropriate. 
Beneath each trait scale is a confidence scale. Use this 
scale to rate how confident you are in each trait assessment 
that you make.
1 . UNSOCIABLE 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 SOCIABLE2. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
3. STRONG 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 WEAK4. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
5. SENSITIVE 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 INSENSITIVE6. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
7. SELF-ASSERTIVE 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 SUBMISSIVE8. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
9. BORING 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 INTERESTING10. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
11. CRUEL 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 KIND12. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
13. EXCITING 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 DULL14. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
15. GENUINE 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 ARTIFICIAL16. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
17. VAIN 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 MODEST18. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
19. INDEPENDENT 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 DEPENDENT20. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
21. POISED 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 AWKWARD22. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
23. SINCERE 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 INSINCERE24. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
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25. COLD 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 WARM
26. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
27. FRIENDLY 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 UNFRIENDLY
28. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
29. PHYSICALLY- PHYSICALLY-
ATTRACTIVE 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 UNATTRACTIVE
30. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
UN­
31. TRUSTWORTHY 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 TRUSTWORTHY32. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
33. LIKABLE 5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 DISLIKABLE23. NOT CONFIDENT 1 2 3 4 5 6 CONFIDENT
Appendix E 
Coder Instructions 
The author instructed a student assistant 
in the coding of the prototype content. The student was 
familiarized with the prototype categories using the 
research of Cantor and Mischel (1979) and Cantor, Mischel 
and Schwartz (1982). The author used these sources to 
illustrate to the student coder the types of examples 
used in previous research.
The physical category was to include attributes that 
reflect a person's physical appearance, ability, and 
health. The dispositional category was to include 
characteristics about feelings, traits, moods, etc. The 
behavioral category was to include any observable 
behaviors or actions. The situational category was to 
reflect any situation/context/surrounding in which an 
elderly person would likely be found. The social 
category was to include attributes that reflect an 
elderly person's socioeconomic status, group memberships, 
such as religion or civic/social clubs, and roles 
relevant to the individual.
Soon into the prototype coding process, it became 
apparent that many subjects listed attributes pertaining 
to an elderly person's mental abilities or knowledge 
level. The author created another category to reflect 
cognitive characteristics. A miscellaneous category was
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also created to account for attributes listed that the 
coders interpreted as not fitting any other categories.
The student coders for the hesitation variables were 
instructed as to the types of variables to be judged:
"ah," "non-ah," and silent pauses. The author explained 
hesitation to each coder individually, using examples 
from the hesitation literature to illustrate (Beattie, 
1980; Brotherton, 1979; Ragsdale, 1976; Rochester, 1973). 
The coders were then instructed by means of several 
videotaped interactions from the experiment. The author 
played the tapes, pointing out instances of each 
hesitation phenomenon. After the student coders became 
aware of what to listen for, they practiced with the 
NONVERB 1.2 program (Honeycutt, 1987) until they were 
comfortable with the computer. The author also assessed 
their proficiency in recognizing the instances of 
hesitation by listening along with the coders, using head 
nods or gestures to indicate an instance.
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